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Introduction 



THE MINOR POET, Walter Scott, entered upon his career 
as a major novelist, he was ashamed of his new role. “I shall not 
own JVavcr/cy/^ he MTOte. “I am not sure it would be considered 
quite decorous for me, as a Clerk of the Courts, to write novels.” 
Fiction was in his day regarded as a stepchild of the Muses. And 
a rather unlovely stepchild — the ugly duckling of the literar)’ 
family. "It is neither fish nor flesh’ nor red herring,” ivrotc the 
editor of the Edinburgh Rcviciv. “It has no moral value, because 
it is too entertaining.” 

Today, however, fiction has come into its oivn. For it has given 
us masterpieces which rank with the noblest t>’pcs of literature. 
The modem novel even on its lower levels is a magic carpet which 
transports us into blessed forgetfulness — a vital tonic for these 
da)s. On its higher Icvck it is an exposition of philosophic thought 
presented in dramatic form. At its best it is a prose reincarnation 
of the ancient epic poem. “Eveiy great no-vel,” said Emerson, “is 
a debtor to Homer.” Like the poems of Homer, tlie novel at its 
highest is not only an epitome of philosophy as applied to life: 
it is a form of literature ■which includes all the other forms — 




INTRODUCTION 


poetry, drama, history, biography, science, sociology, politics, ad- 
venture, religion and art. The great novel today — and this is 
true of the great novel of any other day — is an interpretative 
picture of Man. An inclusive picture of his body, his mind, his 
soul. 

And it is something in addition to all this. It is a revealing 
picture of one man — the novelist. The best part of the story of 
any novel is the story of the novelist. 

In telling the story of each of the novelists included in thk 
book, it has been our purpose to depict not only the outer man, 
as seen through the facts of his life, but also the inner man, as 
seen through the tlioughts of his mind. And it has been our 
delight to discover that every great novelist, ^vhen viewed from 
this double angle, is himself the hero of a great novel. 


H. T. 

D. L. T. 
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Filocolo 

Filostraio 

Tcsridc 

Ficmmctla 


Important IVorlcs by Boccaccio 

Amorosa Visione 
Decameron 
Amclo 
Corbaccio 
Life of Dante 



Giovaiiiii Boccaccio 

1313-1375 



Th.v called him “Gio\-anm the Tranquil,” because of his 
abilit)' to maintain his cheerful good humor in the face of mis- 
fortune. And he •vvas blessed \\-ith the rare power to transfer his 
cheerfulness to others. Finding himself in a society of women 
bored ^sith the monotony of life, he set himself to the task of 
amusing them out of their boredom. And he found that there 
was nothing in the tvorld more amusing than a good love story. 
A •woman’s greatest joy, he noticed, "was to play -t^th the fires 
of passion. But if she was afraid of burning her fingers, she took 
an almost equal joy in reading about others who had played with 
these fires. This “lorag by proxj-,” he observed, produced almost 
all the thrills but presented none of the dangers of love at first 
hand. “"What the adventurous women do, their less adventurous 
sisters love to imagine themselves to be doingl” And thus Boc- 
caccio, in his effort to feed the imagination of his less adven- 
turous sisters, became the inventor of the modem novel. 

Boccaccio’s novels in miniature arc as picturesque, in their 
infinite %-aricty, as an Italian landscape. Moonlight moods of 
silver laughter, mcado\vs of serene beauty, headlong brooks of 
dashing humor, sudden t\vists of the road and revelations of un- 

[5] 
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expected splendors, storms of jealous rage, passing clouds of 
momentary sadness, and the all-cmbracing sun of universal good- 
fello^vship — ^these are the elements out of -which he creates his 
stories. His is a ■\s'ide-a\vake -vs'orld bathed in the glorj' of the 
midday sun. A medieval landscape teeming wth well-rounded 
and full-blooded figures — men and -women who talk so naturally 
and who love so lustily that we can still see and hear and enjoy 
them across the centuries that separate their -^vorld from ours. 
Boccaccio reproduced so faithful a mirror of life that a critic once 
, remarked of him: “^Vhen God created Giovatmi, He doubled 

creation.” 

/ 

II 

Giovanni BOCCAcao, the natural son of a Florentine merchant, 
was bom in the religious age of Dante (1313). Educated in the 
mysticism of the church, he soon gave it up for the realism of 
life. His formal schooling was perfunctory. A mere taste of the 
classics, and then he rvas apprenticed — at the age of ten — to a 
Parisian businessman. A few years later he became a commercial 
traveler for his father. But he had an insatiable love for reading 
and a hearty disinclination for peddling. “The young scamp,” 
complmncd Iris father, “bu)-s more books than he sells goods.” 
A student by instinct, he acquired a knowledge of literature 
superior to that of most of the university graduates of his day. 
And he familiarized himself not only ^\ith literature but with life. 
He had become equally proficient in -rvriting verses and in making 
love. He was passionately fond of the society of books, and just 
as passionately fond of the society of women. As for the Boccaccio 
business, “let my fatlicr attend to it — he has a goldstrcam in his 
veins, but I have red blood.” 

His father, disappointed in his cfTort to turn his son into a 
busincssm.an, rs-as now determined to turn him into a l.arvycr. He 
sent him to the University of Naples. Here Gio\-anni began to 
apply himself diligently — ^to c^'crything but Iris legal studies. Re- 
ceiving an adequate alIow.mcc from his father, he set out to 

[^3 
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familiarize himself -with all the unfamiliar fruits of knowledge. 
Especially the forbidden fruits. The more serious young men of 
his day, under the influence of Dante, were delving into the mys- 
teries of Hell and Purgatoiy- and Heaven. Boccaccio added to 
this curriculum of the three divine m^'steries a fourth — to him the 
more interesting because it was the more human — the mystery” 
of the earth. Dante and Petrarch had directed the attention of 
the world to the spiritual loves of Beatrice and Laura. Boccaccio 
turned his eyes — and his heart — to the material love of Maria, 
the natural daughter of King Robert of Sicily. He was twenty- 
eight years old when he became entangled in this love affair. 
I^Iaria was already married; but in the easy” v”irtue of Boccaccio’s 
world a legal husband was but a minor obstacle to an illegal 
lover. He gave her the poetical name, Fiammetla (Little Flame) , 
and he allowed himself recklessly to be warmed at the stolen fire 
of her affection. But he more than repaid her for her favors. He 
wrote a novel named after her, and he immortalized her as one of 
the leading characters in his Decameron. 

A devotee of the here and novs”, he was yet — ^true child of his 
age — profoundly interested in the hereafter. He vvTotc a biography 
of Dante. But the book was a failure. Boccacdo was too deeply 
immersed in the human comedy to understand Dante’s Divine 
Comedy. He was spiritually too blind to get a clear picture of the 
man he was trying to describe. He admired Dante’s poetry, but 
he was indifferent to his theology. In his effort to reproduce the 
fire of Dante’s religion, he succeeded merely in raising a smoke- 
screen of hazy mysticism. He referred to theology as “the poetry’ 
of God.” But since he was skeptical about the cedstence of God, 
he had his doubts about the reality of His poetry. Boccaccio’s 
Ufe of Dante strikes a beautiful note in Italian literature. But it 
is an indistinct note. It is an attempted glorifiealion of the medi- 
eval belief w-ritten by a man who was at heart a disbeliever. 

Following his Ufe of Dante, Boccaccio made several other 
literary attempts — and continued to strike an indistinct note. The 
style of his day was heavy and artifidal and ornate. But Boccaccio 

[53 
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■^•as ample and unaffected and sincere. \STien he tried to put on 
airs, like his contemporaries, he failed. The pretentious prose 
and the bombastic poetry of his day soimded strange in his 
laughter-lotTng mouth. He ^^Tote a long and learned romantic 
novel, Filocolo, ^vhich meanders like a long and sluggish ri\'cr 
between banks of hca\y' clay. It is utterly de\’oid of any charm. 
Boccaccio had not as yet learned to write, as he talked, in a 
wholesome and natural st}-le. He was too prone to tangle himself 
up into the intricacies of pedantic phraseologv" such as the follow- 
ing, “People in the aurora of life who have set the sails of thdr 
rming minds to the ■is-inds which float from the golden farming 
feathers of the yoimg son of Cj'therea” — ^^vhen all he ■wanted to 
say •^s-as, “Young people in love.” In Filocolo the e^'ening never 
comes qmctly, but descends with a blare of trumpets and a flare 
of the setting sxm as “the eager horses of Apollo, hot from their 
diurnal stress, plunge their steaming bodies into the oceanic 
waters of the IVest.” The characters in this story are monstrosities 
who never speak to us in a natural voice but alwaj3 shout at us 
through a megaphone. The>' cannot ask for a drink of water 
%rithout delivering a long and flowerv oration about their thirst. 
Boccacdo’s language is still garish and umsieldy. He imitates his 
inferior predecessors instead of expressing his orvn superior self. 
He prefers the awkvvard Greek or Latin compoimd to the simple 
Italian equivalent. In Filocolo, the clumsj- prototype of the mod- 
em novel, Boccacdo rep eals himself as a first-rate classical scholar 
but a second-rate romantic poet. 

Yet Filocolo, for all its clumsiness, ■^^as a financial success. The 
world ^v•as ready for fiction. Boccaccio had struck a new note in 
literature, and the public found it to its taste. Encouraged by the 
popularity of his prose romance, he nmv attempted a romance 
in terse. This book, the Tcscidc, an epic poenn modeled roughly 
after Virgil’s Acncid, was as successful — and as lifeless — as Filo~ 
colo. It was a book of heroes written by a man who himsdf was 
a disbclicter in heroics. The Taeidc is a magnificent but dead 
panorama — an andent and beautiful pageant turned to stonc- 

[«] 
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There is no movement in it, and no life. It has aU the fine in- 
gredients of a poem — except poetr>'. The literar\’ ability is there, 
but the spark of enthusiasm is lacking. 

Little by little, however, Boccaccio was learning to \v’rite \s’ith 
his heart as ^vell as wth his head. His next book, the Filostrato, 
came a little closer to the life of Boccaccio’s day. In this book 
Boccaccio tells the story of Troilus and Cressida; and here for 
the first time he gives us t\vo characters who have ancient names 
but modem minds. Their love is a healthy and earthly passion, 
stripped of all the rhetorical bombast and sickly mysticism that 
petrified the feelings of Boccaccio’s earlier characters. Boccaccio 
has now returned from his excursions into literature. He has 
settled do\vn to study life. He tiais shifted his gaze from marble 
statues to living people. People whom he knows most intimately 
and likes best. Having groped in the dark for a number of years, 
Boccaccio is now at last finding himself. We arc here beginning to 
get glimpses of the gay satirist, the good-natured philosopher 
who has learned to laugh with men instead of laughing at them. 
He jabs them with his pungent wit; and then, fearful tliat he 
may have hurt them, he caresses them vsith his gentle humor. As 
we steer our course totvard an appreciation of the genius of 
Boccaccio, we feel that in Filostrato we arc approaching closer 
to the land. ^Vc already sec a few scattered leaves and branches 
floating toward us from the magical groves of his later genius. 
We hear the voice of the real Boccaccio, the future creator of the 
Decameron, speaking to us in the following apostrophe to love: 
“Oh to think of the sad misers who find fault v\ith lovers and who 
insist that it is better to make money than to make love ! Let tlicm 
ask themselves whether the hoardings of a lifetime have ever 
brought them as much pleasure as a single moment of love. They 
will answer, ‘yes,’ and they will not be telling tlic truth. Tlicy will 
laugh at love and call it a ‘painful madness.’ But while they 
gather their money, they allow the real essence of joy to slip from 
their fingers. Their money may be gone in an hour; but love, 
once tasted, is a joy forever. May God bring the misers to grief; 
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and may the money they have scraped together be given to 
lovers !” 

Boccaccio the scholar is gradually becoming transformed into 
Giovanni the poet. He is getting ready to renounce his allegiance 
to Apollo, the God of Learning, and to adopt the religion of 
Venus, the Goddess of Love. In his next book, Amorosa VisionCt 
rve see a further step in this direction. This book, though inspired 
by Dante’s poem, is yet a distinct departure from the master’s 
“abstract mirror of a •vosionary heaven.” On the contrar)', it is 
a very concrete mirror of a realistic earth. Dante rises from the 
flesh to the spirit. Boccaccio descends from the spirit to the flesh. 
And in this descent, he becomes less unintelligibly sublime but 
more understandingly human. Boccaccio’s ^vomcn of the world 
are more interesting, because they arc less perfect, than Dante’s 
angels of Paradise. While Dante’s angels arouse our admiration, 
Boccaccio’s women incite our compassion. “Ho\v like ourselves 
they arc, and therefore how lovable!” Boccaccio proclaims a nc\v 
gospel — the gospel of human love. “Love is no longer a sin^ but 
a joy.” ' 

Boccaccio is learning to depict “the eternal feminine” in all 
her wayward and sinful charm. He disperses the halo of senti- 
mental chivalry with which the women of his generation have 
been surrounded, and he reveals to us not only the innocent 
speeches of their lips but the not quite so innocent thoughts 
of their minds. In the follo%ving sonnet — translated by Dante 
Gabriel Rossetti — ^^vc get one of the first truc-to-life pictures' of 
the Italian rvoman in the fourteenth century: 

By a dear ivdl, within a little field 

Full o( green grass and flozvcrs of ci-cry hue, 

Sal three young girls, relating {as I knew) 

Their loves. And each had twined a bough to shidd 
Her lovely face; and the green leaves did yield 
The golden hair their shadow; while the two 
Sweet colors mingled, both blown lightly through 
With a soft wind that ever stirred and stilled. 

18 ] 
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After a little ivhile one of them said 

{I heard her) /‘Think! If, ere the next hour struck. 

Each of our lovers should come here today. 

Think you that we should fly or be afraid?” 

To whom the others answered, “From such luck 
A girl would be a fool to run away.” 

This frank avowal of a natural emotion marks the opening 
chord in the realistic s}-mphony — many critics -would call it the 
realistic cacophony — of modem literature. 

Boccaccio strikes another and even clearer note of realistic 
frankness in his Corbaccio. The poet has been jilted by a merry 
-wido-w. His first impulse b to stab himself ^\■ith hb dagger. But 
he b too much in love ^nth life, and so he decides upon the ^^'ber 
plan to stab hb faithless lady with the dagger of hb wit. The idea 
of the Etorj' b some-what mlgar, but the satire b good. Boccaccio 
b getting closer and closer to the spirit of the Decameron. 

Ill 

In the Decameron, Boccaccio finds himself at last perfectly at 
home. The world of the Decameron b his ^^•orld. The characters 
in these stories — like the characters in real life — have stopped 
anal\-zing themselves and have begun to enjoy themselves. They 
not only think freely, but they act freely. Their outlook on life b 
as frank as it b frivolous. Professing no mission to cure the e\ib 
of the %vorld, they arc content to shut their eyes to these cHb. 
They subscribe to but a single commandment — live and let live. 
On the one hand, they have no desire to sacrifice themselves for 
others; but on the other hand, they have no desire to sacrifice 
others for themselves. They have shed their mcdic%’al fanaticism, 
and along -vrith it tlicy have abo shed their mcdicml intolerance. 
They are moved by no crusading spirit. Tlicy ask neither to con- 
vert nor to be converted. They arc equally unconcerned either 
ivith the past or irith the future. They p.re ready to trade the 
memories of yesterday a.nd the prombes of tomorrow for the 

[9] 
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pleasures of today. Their attitude is well depicted in one of their 
favorite stories. ^Vhen Diogenes met Alexander, he tried to up- 
braid him for the foolishness of his ambition. “After you have 
conquered Athens,” said the philosopher, “what then?” 

“I ^\•ill conquer Persia.” 

“And after Persia?” 

“I will conquer Egypt.” 

“And after Eg%-pt?” 

“I -will conquer the world.” 

“And after you have conquered the ^s•orld?” 

“I %\-iIl lake it easy and enjoy m>'self.” 

“Then ^^•hy,” asked Diogenes, “canT you take it czsy ^d enjoy 
yourself no^\•?” 

The characters in the Decameron arc all bent upon taking it 
easy and enjo)Tng themselves now. They have no sense of public 
responsibility. When the plague breaks out in Florence {1348), 
they do not feci obliged to stay in the city and to help the Ndetims. 
They find it pleasanter, and safer, to move into the countiy where 
they can spend their days in eating and drinking and flirting and 
telling spicy tales to one another. "Horas non numcro nisi screnas, 
I am concerned only with the serene hours of life.” 

TTus is the sort of life — superficial, thoughtless, sophisticated, 
serene, unstirred by any depths of devotion or of hatred — that 
As'c find so delightfully pictured in the Decameron of Giovanni 
the Tranquil. For several centuries the world had been over- 
whelmed ivith the sense of original sin and ^s•ith the fear of future 
punishment. People had forgotten the cleansing stimulus of 
laughter. Boccaccio taught them how to laugh. 

His stories in the Decameron arc really lisdcc-told talcs. They 
arc not of Boccaccio’s invention. Like the stories of the Arabian 
Nights, they arc tlic products of many countries and of many 
brains. But Boccaccio took them in their crude and illiterate out- 
line and whittled them into shape and put the breath of life 
into tlicm. 

Tire Decameron is not merely a random collection of discon- 
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nected stories. It is an organic unit built upon a logical frame- 
■vvork. There are ten leading characters in the book — seven ladies 
and three gentlemen who have taken refuge from the horrors 
of the plague m a ‘‘carnival of the imaginadon.” In order to 
v/hile a^vay their time over a period of ten da\s, each of the 
refugees narrates one story on each of the ten davs. Thus there 
are ten stories for every- day, or a hundred stories in all. Each 
daily- gro'up of ten stories is more or less similar in plot. The 
stories vre hear on the second day, for example, are all concerned 
trith people who have suffered misfortime but who have finally 
met with success. On the third day we are diverted with the ad- 
ventures of unscrupulous rascals whose knavery has brought 
them an unj-ostified but none the less enjoyable retvard. The 
fo-urth day- is dev'oted to tales w-ith an unhappy ending. The sixth 
day is a day of anecdotes. Ev-ery- anecdote turns upon a clever 
ans%>.-er. Somebody- -tvho is about to be ounritted manages, by- 
means of a causdc bit of repartee, to outvrit his opponent. The 
Ee\-cnth day brings us a gallery of women ^v•ho trick their hus- 
bands — men w-ho are so ungallant to their tvives that they deserve 
to be tricked. And so on and on. 

"^Miatever the subject of the indrv-idual stories, the entire book 
is a cascade of la-aghter. E%-en the sad talcs leave no bitterness in 
thdr -^vake. Boccaccio's sorrow is but a shado%v in a brilliant 
landscape, "Without the contrast of pain, his joy would be color- 
less. Voltaire is said to hav-e laughed in order to conceal his tears. 
Bcccacdo may be said to have shed an occasional tear in order 
to season his laughter. 

Boccaccio is a satirist, 'out he is not a cynic. He ridicules people, 
but he does not lash them. He raises against them a laughter that 
is so good-natured, so gentle and so contagio-us that they them- 
selv-cs arc constrained to laugh together ^v•ith him. He pokes fun 
at fallv and gains the affection of the fools. “You play, my 
friends. such a ridiculous role in life.'* .And then, ■tvith a gcod- 
natured shrur: of the shoulders, ‘‘But don't %vc all?’’ 
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IV 

Most of the tales in the Decameron arc ver>’ brief. Today tve 
■\voxiId call them “short short stories.” They develop a situation 
in a fe^v words, and then they come to an abrupt end with a sud- 
den twist of surprise. Such is the stoiy of the avaricious Ermino 
Grimaldi, ^s’ho said to a wdtty friend of his — ^“1 want a ncAv paint- 
ing in my house. I wish you would suggest, for a subject, some- 
thing •which I have never seen.” And his friend promptly replied, 
“Paint Liberality.” Another story of this type is the adventure 
of the king at the house of the lady he is tr\’ing to seduce. The 
Idng, in his eagerness to possess this lady, has sent her husband off 
to the Crusades and has incited himself to dine at her house. Tlic 
lady, unable to disobey the command of the king yet unwilling 
to submit to his advances, prepares a sumptuous banquet con- 
sisting of a large number of chickens, each one of them dressed 
and cooked in a different manner, ^^^lcn the king notices that he 
is being served with nothing but chickens, he is struck with 
amazement. “Madame, is there no other food in this country?” 

“There is, my lord. But women, like chickens, ho^vevc^ differ- 
ently they may be dressed, arc cvciy\vhcrc the same.” 

The king took the hint, and without further ado returned to 
his o^^•n wife. 

At times in this type of stoiy Boccaccio varies the surprise by 
climaxing it with a still greater surprise. This trick, ^vhich has 
been popularized by O. Henry, supplies the ending with a double 
snap of the whip. One of the best examples of this type in the 
Decameron is tire story of Abraham the Jc^v. Abraham b such 
an honest man that hb friend, jeannot de Chivigni, b anxious 
to convert him to Christianity'. Tire Jew, however, lends a deaf 
car to hb friend’s entreaties. He maintains that he esteems no 
religion like hb own, that he has been bom in it, and tliat in it 
he intends to live and die. Notwithstanding thb stubbornness, 
Jeannot persists in hb efforts until the Jew finally consents to be- 
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cx)me a Christian. “But before doinsf so.” Abraham declares. “I 
have a mind to go to Rome, to see the Pope, and to consider his 
^va^•s a little, and those of the other Cardinals; and if they appear 
to me in such a light that I may be able to comprehend through 
them that your religion is better than mine, I ^\■ill then do as 
you ask. OthervNTse I ^^•ill continue a Je^^• as I am."' 

\\’hen Jeannot heard this, he ^vas much troubled. “I have lost 
all my labor,” he said to himself. “For should Abraham go to 
Rome and see all the \vickednc5s of the clerg\’, he would not only 
refuse to become a Christian, but, %vere he a Christian, he ^vould 
insist upon becoming a Jew.” 

And so he tried to dissuade his friend from going to Rome. 
The Je^s', ho%s ever, ■was adamant in his resolution. Taking horse, 
he ^^'ent to Rome and began to study the ^^•a^•s of the clerg)'. And, 
to his amazement, he found that “they ^s•ere given to all sorts of 
lewdness . . . that they were ^nerally more solicitous about 
their bellies than an^’thing else . . . He found them to be such 
lovers of money that they ^vould barter not only the blood of 
people in general, but even the blood of Christians . . . These, 
and other things -^vliich I shall pass over, gave great offense to the 
Jew, "vs’ho \vas a sober and modest person. And no\v that he had 
seen enough, he returned home. . . 

This would seem to be the logical end of the talc. But Boccac- 
cio, wth his tongue in his cheek, ■i\-inds up -^s-ith a final surprise 
that transforms a merely competent story- into a masterpiece. 
"WTien Abraham returns from Rome, he tells his friend that he 
has decided to become a Christian after all. “For,” he argues, 
“since the clergy- arc trying so hard to overthro%\- the Christian 
religion, and since it is growing so rapidly in spite of all their 
efforts to discredit it, I can easily see that the Spirit of God pro- 
tects it as being the most true and holy of all the religions.” 

Gio\-anni tlic Tranquil can be tolerant not only of people's 
beliefs, but of their weaknesses as wdl. His general attitude to- 
ward the “harmless litdc transgressions” of life is, “Good luck 
to these who can get a^^■ay with them.” Take and give pleasure 



LIVING BIOGRAPHIES OF FAMOUS NOVELISTS 

■whenever you can. There is no disgrace in enjoying yourself, pro- 
vided you share your enjo)'ment with others. 'When his characters 
arc caught in their most embarrassing moments, they arc never 
ashamed of themsel%'es. They realize, like good sports, that the 
joke is on them, and they are ready to pass the good time on to 
those who have caught them. Boccaccio is the Poet Laureate of 
Laughter. He is umvilling to depict sorrow because he is unable 
to inflict it. He is too genial and too gentle to hurt anybody. In 
an age noted for its bigotiy- and its hatred, Boccaccio stands out 
as a man ^vithout any prejudice or malevolence of any kind. 
Race, class, creed, nation — these w’ords had for him but a single 
meaning, a small unit of men within the larger brotherhood of 
mankind. He was an indifferent citizen of his country' because he 
was an ardent citizen of the world. He admitted all sorts of 
people, from all sorts of places, into the circle of his universal 
good fellowship. He respected the Frenchman no less than the 
Italian, the 3e^v no less than the Gentile. One of the finest things 
in the Decameron — indeed, one of the pure gems in all litera- 
ture — is Boccaccio’s story- of the Three Rings. These three rings 
arc symbolical of the three religions — the Jc^^’ish, the Christian 
and the Mohammedan. “Once upon a time,” writes Boccaccio, 
“there was a great and rich man who possessed a ring of exceed- 
ing beauty and value . . . Desirous that this ring should con- 
tinue forever in his family, he declared in his will that to which- 
soever of his sons he should give this ring, him he designed for 
his heir, to be acknowledged and respected as the head of the 
family.” In due time — continues Boccaccio — the rich man died, 
and his son inherited the precious ring. For many generations 
thereafter, the ring passed dowi from father to son until it finally 
came into the possession of a man ^vho had three .sons, “all vir- 
tuous and dutiful to their father, and all equally beloved by him.” 
The father, an.xious to bequeath to each of his three sons an 
equally precious gift, secretly got a jeweler to model two other 
rings after the original. When the jeweler returned the three 
rings, they were so much alike in their value and their beauty 
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that even the father couldn’t tell the original from the others. 
At his death he gave one of the rings to each of his three sons. 
Whereupon they began to quarrel amongst themselves, each of 
them claiming that he ^vas the posessor of the one true ring. “To 
la^v then they went, which of them should succeed, and the case 
is not decided to this day.” And “thus” — concludes Boccaccio — 
“it has happened ^vith regard to the three religions given us by 
God the Father . . . Every' one believes he is the true heir of 
God . . . But which of us is in the right is uncertain in like 
manner as of the rings.” 

And so, since none of us can be certain of the exclusive par- 
tiality of God, it behooves all of us to make certain of the in- 
clusive partnership of man. “Nations of the \vorld, unite in the 
exerdse of good will !” 

V 

In Hts E.'VRLY LITE Boccaccio had played wth the world. In his 
later years he took a serious part in its affairs. He gave a course 
of lectures on Dante, he traveled to various states on a series of 
diplomatic missions, and he almost entered holy orders as an 
atonement for the “crime” he had committed in the writing of 
the Decameron. He ■was dissuaded, ho^^•cvcr, from taking this 
step ; and instead of ending his life as a fro^\'ning saint, he died, 
as he had lived, a friendly sinner. 

In the charming company of the ^^•orld’s friendly sinners, of 
the men and the •women -^vho love and forgive and who hope to 
be loved and forgiven, Giovanni the Tranquil holds a not imim- 
portant place. 
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Francois Rabelais 

1495-1553 



It is a curious fact that the greatest ^^Titers, the men who 
can speak so eloquently about others, are generally reticent about 
themselves. We kno^v as little of the life of Rabelais as we kno^v 
of the life of Shakespeare. Both of them -were so interested in 
recording their thoughts that they forgot to tell us about their 
persons. The ^vholc stor)’ of Rabelais can be related in a few 
hundred tvords. 

Frangois Rabelais o^v•ed his frank and healthy coarseness to 
the peasant .blood that flowed in his veins. His more immediate 
ancestors had graduated from the peasantiy into the bourgeoisie. 
His father, Antoine Rabelais, was a ^v•ell-to-do landowner and 
la^^7cr of Chinon, the town in which Joan of Arc had launched 
upon her memorable career half a century earlier. Frangois 
was bom in 1495. His childhood and his adolescent years arc 
shrouded in obscurity. AVc catch our first clear glimpse of him at 
the age of t\\’cnty-six — “a tall, fine and jo\’ial figure of a man, 
very handsome, with a strong forehead, prominent and forceful 
cheek-bones, and magnificent eyes.” His knowledge is amazing. 
“It is doubtful whether any other head of that period could have 
carried so copious a store of information.” It is not kno^\•n Just 
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where he received his training. It is known, however, that in 
1520 he joined the order of St. Francis at the convent of Puy-St. 
Alartin. 

Nobody knows -^s-hy Rabelais entered this order. His comivial 
character seemed so unsuited to the life of humility* and poverty 
enjoined upon the Franciscan friars. Perhaps he took this step 
to please some of his friends who had joined the Franciscans 
before him. Friendship was one of the consuming passions of his 
life. It gave Rabelais the greatest pleasure to give pleasure to 
others. 

Aforeover, life in the monastery was not ^sithout its compensa- 
tions for a man of learning. It offered him the leisure to study and 
to 'ss’rite, and it removed from his shoulders the burden of finan- 
cial worry. K he happened to be adventurous as well as studious, 
the Church enabled him to travel as a missionary in its sacred or 
as an agent in its secular business. 

The monastery, in short, was not an altogether uncongenial 
place for a man tvho loved learning and ^vho also loved life. The 
routine obligations of the monastic life were neither too long nor 
too exacting. At the convent of Puy-St. Afartin, Rabelais was 
able to pursue his literary hobby to his heart's content. The to^^■n 
of Fontenay, in which this convent was situated, had become 
the center of an intellectual circle of humanists — ^that is, men 
who tried to apply “the sublime culture of the past to the human 
needs of the present.” Inspired by their spiritual godfather, Dcsi- 
dcrius Erasmus, the circle met at the garden of the magistrate, 
Andre Tiraqueau, where they sipped their wine in the shade of 
the laurels and dbeussed poetry and politics, music and religion, 
art and metaphysics and morality and law. 

Rabelais joined this circle and, young as he ^vas, came soon to 
be recognized as its intellectual leader. At llie moment there 
^vas a tempest of controversy raging in tlic quiet little teapot of 
their informal discussions. The quarrel had arisen over the ques- 
tion of \somcn and marriage. Tiraqueau, wlio had married a 
little girl of eleven, had written for her guidance a book on the 
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duties of a %vife to^\•ard her husband. He regarded aU -svomen as 
irresponsible children, and he treated them accordingly. His 
book, appealing as it did to the conser\'atives who insisted upon 
keeping their womenfolk “in their proper place,” had enjoyed an 
enthusiastic reception and a wide sale. Tiraqueau was acclaimed 
as the greatest anti-feminist of his day. 

But in the literaiy circle of Fontenay there were a number of 
young men who took \-igorous exception to Tiraqueau’s ^^e^^•s. 
One of these “rebellious” young men published a book in ^vhich 
he espoused die cause of the “someivhat feebler but far more 
fascinating” sex. ^Vhercupon the enraged Tiraqueau issued an- 
other and larger book — a manual on the duties of women and on 
the pri\'ilegcs of men. A tvoman must alwa^-s obey her husband, 
and a man must never indulge his wife. No man, he said, should 
ever many- a woman ivho is too homely or too pretty. If she is too 
homely, she is unlikely to give pleasure to her own husband. If 
she is too pretty, she is likely to give pleasure to other husbands. 
Don't alloiv your ^^■ife to consider herself your equal. On the 
odicr hand, don’t allow your equal to become your wife. Keep 
your tvife ever at a discreet distance — neither near enough to be- 
wteh you, nor far enough to bewitch other men. Treat her at 
all times isidi a kindly Ee\'erity. .Feed her on a slender diet of 
caresses interspersed ^\•ith the spice of occasional threats. 

^^'hcn this book came out, the intellectual circle of Fontenay 
flew into a battle of tongues. Evciy body took sides. And Rabelais, 
strangely aiough, took the side of die conservadve Tiraqueau. 
Though unimpressed by the arguments of the magistrate, he was 
always ready to aim the shafts of his oisTi satire against die follies 
of the fair sex. He had no great fondness for women as a class. 

Nor for men as a class — ^though he liked them as individuak. 
He felt a friendly contempt for the “stupid and malevolent” " 
human family. He pitied his “fellow contcmptiblcs” and laughed 
%\"ith diem and studied them and then painted them to the life 
in his Pcritcgntd and CcTgcntuc. TIic laivycrs, the doctors, the 
merchants, die artists, the academicians — all those professional 
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and business men that ht met in the garden of Tiraqueau be- 
came the models for his innumerable and inimitable character 
sketches. 'With a facility equaled by Shakespeare alone, he got 
under the skins of his characters and probed do^\'n to their very 
hearts. He knew all sorts of people from cv’ery’ walk of life. He 
had learned the ways of the peasants at Chinon. He spoke their 
dialect, analj'zed their emotions, understood their thoughts. He 
had acquired an intimate insight into the lives of the Franciscans. 
His familiarity rsith the magistrates at Fontenay had given him 
a practical foundation in the study of politics. And now he took 
another step in his program “to survey tlie entire circular horizon 
of manners and men.” He left the Franciscan order and joined 
the Benedictines. He did this for three reasons; first, because 
this transfer to a more educated body of clergymen would enable 
him to pursue his studies with greater facility; second, because 
Geoffrey d’Estissac, the head of the Benedictine abbey to which 
Rabelais had been transferred, was one of the most cultured men 
in the kingdom; and third, because d’Estissac offered him a posi- 
tion as his traveling secretary — ^“a God-given opportunity to 
widen his experience of tlic world.” 

He took a trip over Italy. To a man of his wdd imagination, 
this trip was like a visit to Faiivland. Rome, tliat stimulating 
combination of Pagan beauty and Christian piety, was a city of a 
thousand enchantments. 'With his usual exuberance of language, 
Rabelais called it “the capital of the world.” Within the short 
period that he stayed in the city he learned to know it as inti- 
mately as if he had lived there all his life. “No man's house is 
more familiar to its o\s'ncr,” he wrote after his return from Italy, 
“than Rome, tvith all its streets and allc)^, is to me.” 

In the company of his abbot, Rabelais traveled to several other 
European countries. And wherever he tvent, he made it his busi- 
ness to study the people and their princes in their \'arious “atti- 
tudes, acth-itics and tempers.” He had an opportunity to observe 
them at peace and at ^var. For then, as ever in human history, 
the aggressors ^vere trying to despoil the possessors. Tire kings 
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'-1 France and of Spain ^vere devastating the provinces of north- 
ern Italy; the Sultan of Turkey %vas besieging Vienna; the 
soldiers of Germany were trampling over Rome. And so it -svent, 
in a continual whirlpool of madness and murder. Rabelais 
\vatched this shameful spectacle of man’s inhumanity to man, 
and decided to attack it •vsith laughter rather than ^nth rage. 
In the thirty-third chapter of Pentagruel, he exposes the stu- 
pidity of aggressive warfare by reducing it to a burlesque. Duke 
Picrochole (Bitterbile) is anxious to enhance his glory and to 
enrich his purse. He believes in the ridiculous notion that a coun- 
try can be prosperous only at the expense of other countries. 
Accordingly he plans to attack his neighbor under the general- 
ship of his three cronies-in-crime — Sir Smalltrash, Count Swash- 
buckle, and Lord Lousylocks. He calls these three generals to a 
council, and together they outline a campaign that is designed 
to cover their own country wth glory and the neighboring coun- 
try •with corpses. “But there ^s'as present at that council an old 
gentleman well experienced in the wars . . . named Echephron 
(Mr. Sobersense) who, hearing the plans of the campaign, said: 
‘I do greatly suspect that all this enterprise ^^^1I be like the talc 
of the pitcher full of milk %vhcrc\vith a shoemaker made himself 
rich in conceit; but ^vhcn the pitcher was broken, he had not 
^vhcrcupon to dine , . . 'What do you pretend by these large 
conquests? You -^vill only break your pitcher.’ . . . ‘Oh,’ said 
Count S^s•ashbucklc, ‘here is a fine simpleton I Come, let us hide 
ourselves in the comer of a chimney, and there spend our life 
among the ladies, knitting and spinning and threading pearls. 
He that nothing ventures finds neither horse nor mule.’ . . . 
‘But he who ventures too much,’ rejoined Mr. Sobersense, ‘loses 
both horse and mule.’ ” 

Here, in a nutshell, is the -whole idea of aggressive militarism. 
Rabelais lmc^v, as c^•c^y ■wise man in every age kno^ss, that there 
is no such thing as ultimate triumph for the aggressor — that his 
initial victories arc but the prelude to his final defeat. 

But Rabelais -vs-as not deeply concerned ^rith the question of 
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peace and ^var. Indeed, he was not deeply concerned wth any 
political or social questions. He was essentially not a satirist but 
a humorist. He felt most happy, he said, when he could “sit 
do\ra, rest, and make merry” over the apparently meaningless 
human comedy. He ^s'as always in the best of spirits. The growl 
of the cynic never intruded into his laughter. He enjoyed too 
healthy a digestion ever to wax indignant at the stupidities of 
his fellows. His outlook upon life was at all times detached. He 
appeared like a superior creature sent down from another planet 
to bring back a report on the amusing farce that was being 
enacted upon the earth. 

An insatiable reporter of life, he tried always to observe it 
from a new angle. Having completed his assignment as a Bene- 
dictine monk, he now’ entered a new’ assignment as a student of 
medicine. He ^v•as thirty-tis’o when he began his medical studies 
at the University of Montpellier. Three years later he received 
his doctor’s degree, whereupon he settled down to the important 
business of his life — the purging of human ills ^rith medicine and 
laughter. He began to write his prescriptions and his Pantagruel; 
and five years later he gave his masterpiece — tmder an assumed 
name — to the world. 


II 

The story of Pantagruel cannot be pigeonholed under any 
classification. It is an astonishing mixture of madness and morals, 
coarseness and beauty, irreverence and devotion, metaphtTical 
nonsense and philosophical wisdom, irrational prattling and 
poetical grandeur. It is as plotless as life, and as full of surprises. 
Throughout the book there arc twists of ideas and turns of style 
tliat only the Lord and Rabelais could have ever conceived. He 
tal:cs you along a pleasant road and then unexpectedly confronts 
you with an impassable mountain. .\s you stop, astounded .and 
disappointed at his trickery, he suddenly opens a tunnel in tlic 
mountain and svhirls you along through caverns of subterranean 
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beauty such as you have ne\-er imagined even in your dreams. 
And then, just as you emerge into the sunlight, he overwhelms 
you \vith a deluge of filth that well-nigh takes your breath away. 
You are about to give him up in disgust when he cleanses and in- 
\'igoratcs you with a magical bath of morning de^v and you arc 
ready to go on ^v•ith him to the enchantment of the next land- 
scape. Such is the effect, or rather the succession of effects, that 
Rabelais produces upon the mind of his reader. He is the Proteus 
of the literary world, the magician of a million moods and fancies'. 

Rabelais has no respect for literaiy structure. Technically con- 
sidered, the storj* of Gargantua, Pantagruel and Panurge is an 
iliogical muddle of nonsense. The first book describes the birth, 
childhood and education of Gargantua, the father of Panta- 
gruel — ho-w he came to Paris and stole the bells of Notre Dame 
in order to hang them around his horse’s neck, ho^v his grand- 
father ^von a \'ictory over Bittcrbilc through the assistance of 
Brother John, and how he rewarded the monk by building for 
him the Abbey of Thclcmc, which became the home of the nc^v 
religious order of Do-as-you-like. The only rule of this order, 
Rabelais informs us, was to obsen'c no rule at all. There \vas to 
be no clock in the abbey to remind anyone of time or duty. In- 
stead of submitting to the three vo\\s of chastity, poverty' and 
obedience, the monks and the nuns of this abbey were permitted 
to many, to acciunulatc riches and to take the la-w into their o\s'n 
hands. The doors of this abbey were to be forever closed against 
“bigots, h>'pocritcs, attomc\s, judges, magistrates, bankers, lech- 
ers, liars, co'svards, s^sindlcrs and thieves.” On the other hand, 
this place %s'as to be a congenial retreat for men -who loved 
pleasure and ■women ■who loved to please — “gay, witty, frolic- 
some, cheerful, spruce, jocund, lively, joHal, handsome, ■worthy, 
courteous and gentle blades, and delicious, charming, mirthful, 
lovely, magnetic, sprightly, personable, precious, ripe, young, 
choice, dear, alluring, capricious, clever, stvect and ravishing 
ladies.” 

Such arc the men and the women — have quoted but a 
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handful of the Rabelaisian adjectives — who are to make up the 
personnel of the new order of Do-as-you-like. And their lives are 
to be spent in feasting rather than in fasting, in taking and in 
giving pleasure, in the peaceful contentment of a full belly and 
a meny heart. Feed their desire, and you kill their greed. “For 
it is the natme of man to be greedy after those things that arc 
denied him.” 

With this farcical picture of the Abbey of Thcleme the first 
book of Pantagruel comes to an end. 

The second book deals with the birth and the education of 
Gargantua’s son, Pantagruel, and of his meeting with Panurge, 
that ingenious doctor of deceit who suffered from a chronic 
starvation of the purse — “a sharper, drinker, roystercr, adulterer, 
and far and a^vay the most debased and dissolute scoundrel in 
Paris; otherwise and in all things else, the finest fcllo%v in the 
world.” And then, having formally introduced his hero, the 
author takes us by the hand — or is it by the nose? — and leads us 
across the horizons of nowhere into the gardens of nonsense. 
“And may you fall into sulphur, fire, and the bottomless pit,” 
Rabelais warns us, “if you do not firmly believe cvciything tliat 
I shall tell you in this present chronicle” — ^how Panurge escapes 
out of the hands of the Turks, how he prevails upon six hundred 
thousand and fourteen dogs to besprinkle a lady ^vho has refused 
his advances, how Pantagruel in a most unusual manner begets 
fifty-three thousand little men and an equal number of little 
women, ho^v he wins a great \’ictoiy over the giants, and how 
Epistemon, whose head has been cut off, comes back to life and 
brings to the world the latest news from Hell. And so the second 
book comes to an end with a “good night to you, gentlemen, and 
think not so much upon my faults that you forget your own.” 

The third book of this “farcical fantasy' and flimCam fooler)” 
is, from the structural point of \'icw, even less logical than tlic 
first two books. Beginning wth a picture of the philosopher 
Diogenes who rolls his tub over the space of a hundred and three 
consecutive verbs — not c\-cn Shakespeare possessed a more amaz- 
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tng f 2 .cil:tv far — Rabelab then gaes on to transport us 

into L'taptz- This ‘biei-er-never-Iand" contains nine biliian in- 


habitants si.-ho are bent upon conquering the entire •world — ^“not. 
ho'A'e*»‘er. b." force of arms but b-;.* unburdening the people of their 
•'.'.■orries- by teaching them how to Iho peacefully and -well, by 
gh-ing them good Lua-s. and by using them '^nth. all posfole 
a5'ability. courtesy, gentleness and lo^'e.” And noi^.-, ha-ving 
brought us to this land of the heart's desire and ha-ving prepared 
the -volngs of cur expectation for Eights into further adventures, 
the author puts a sudden stop to hb narrative and devotes an 
entire book to a discussion of marriage. Tbe motive for the dis- 


cussion fe this: Pamirge would like to marry, but be hesitates to 
do so because of hn fear that hs vvife may prove unfaithful to 
him. "^Mth. this perplexity in hh mind, he launches into a thirtv-- 
four-chapter rnvestigatiGn as to whether or not women are true 
to their husbands. Ke consults a great number of people — ^includ- 
ing a prcp’netcss^ a poet, a deaf mute, an astrologer, a tbeologian, 
a physician and a cIo-A-n — and he leaves them aH a much wordier 
but none the whsr man. From the cIowtu however, he receives 


a practical suggestion — to repair with his problem to the oracle 
who knows the answer to c.-erything. 

.And this brings us to the fourth and the £fth books — the jour- 
ney to the Grade. This journey blazes a trail of adventure and 
laughter all ever the earth, above it and undcmeadi. "When at 
last Pantagruel and Panurge arrive at the end of their search, 
they leam from the orade that the only answer to their question 
is the cue word — Drir..h. Drink deeply of life, of beauty, of pleas- 


ure. of knowledccr cf truth. 


isPc 


irttc pomts out. s 


I-ovelv." But it leaves him just as v\ise on the subject of marriage 
as he v'.'us before his visit to the orade. 


.And thus the tangled thread cf rdolime nenserise, beghming 
nowhere and leading novs-here, comes to a redden break. 

So much fer the ihogical plot cf the story. .As for the details, 
they are handled with an equally Sogical carelessness. In some 
c: the passages Garganma is a giant: in some cf the others, he is 
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a man of ordinary statxu-e. Panurge is at times a •ssisc and cou- 
rageous and honest man, and at other times a scoundrel, a coward 
and a fool. The action of the story whirls along as madly and 
as merrily as the world itself. In the first book Gargantua lives in 
the legendary coimtry of Utopia. In the second book he is 
whisked, “without any reason or season,” into Rabelais’ native 
countiy' of the Touraine. In the Uventy-third chapter of the 
second book Gargantua disappears from the story, having been 
translated into the land of the fairies. And then, in the thirtj- 
fifth chapter of the third book, he walks right back into the 
middle of the page as if nothing had happened to him. These are 
but a few of the many inconsistencies in the book. Rabdais Avas 
never burdened with the bugaboo of little minds. He was too 
bus)’ creating a masterpiece to bother with the tinkering of the 
ordinary craftsman in literature. The best artists are sometimes 
the worst artisans. Thank the Lord for that! 

Ill 

Externally, as as’c have seen, the work of Rabelais is a craz)’, 
ramshackle, meandering, sensdess and planless contraption. But 
let us open the door again and look more closely at some of the 
astonishing treasures within. What shall we c.xaminc first? The 
\icw is so fantastic, so rich, so \’aricd, so dazding, so alive that 
the mind is intojdcatcd and hardly can dedde as to what to sdcct. 
The only way to c\’aluatc Rabdais is to read him from beginning 
to end. To sample the imiquc flavor of his work, however, ^vc 
may take any page almost at random. Let us do this and taste 
him, not at his “saltiest best,” but at his superb average. 

Obscr^’c, for example, how' he satirizes the meaningless pom- 
posity of the judges’ decisions in the la\s’ courts. The Lord Kiss- 
breach and the Lord Suckfist have become entangled in a dispute 
in the presence of Pantagrud. Here is Pantagrud’s judgment 
after he has heard both sides: 

"Hanng seen, heard, calculated and well considered of tlic 
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themselves wth such problems as, whether a Platonic Idea, 
bounding to the right under the orifice of Chaos, could drive 
away the atoms of Democritus; or whether the hibernal frigidity 
of the antipodes, passing in an orthagonal line through the homo- 
geneous solidity of the center, could by a gentle antiperistasis warm 
the superficial connexity of our heels. “A plague upon these ^vind- 
bags ^vho stifle an idea to death under a blanhet of words” — 
these pseudo-scholars who learn more and more about less and 
less, until they kno^v everything about nothing — these blind 
teachers of the blind who flounder around in a dark room looking 
for a black cat that isn’t there. 

From all such stupidity the good Rabelais delivers us. He 
brings us face to face not with vapory ideas but -with solid facts. 
And he enables us to experience these facts uith all our living 
senses. 

But he touches our senses with the flashlight of reason. His 
superabundant imagination dances over his pages in a cataract 
of tsTsdom and beauty. He is one of the world’s supreme masters 
in the interpretation of truth through the medium of fiction. His 
book is full of illuminating anecdotes and stimulating talcs. Some 
of these anecdotes and tales may bring the blush of disapproral 
to the cars, but all of them bring the glorv of understanding to 
the heart. All life to Rabelais is an anecdote, a divine joke ^^ith 
a pungent ending. Without the dramatic pungency — that is, 
without the shock of surprise — ^no life is worth the living and no 
story' is vs'orth the reading. Rabelais is the perfect dramatist. In 
his stories you must alwa)-s expect the unexpected. You will find 
this sudden bolt-out-of-thc-bluc in the adventure of the man 
who married a dumb wife, in the anecdote about FrangoLs Villon 
and King Edward of England, in the story of the porter who paid 
for the smoke on his bread with the sound of his monev', in the 
five remedies adopted by Panurge for the subduing of his cam.al 
appetites, and in that most amusing gem of them all — the talc of 
Hans Carvel’s ring. Too indelicate perhaps for the direct sim- 
plicity of our modem English, these stories sound perfectly dcco- 
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rous in the subtle nuances of the sixteenth century French. 
Rabelais knew how to season even his spiciest wine tvith the 
aroma of common sense. 


IV 

The final years of Rabelais’ life ^^•ere, unlike his stories, sea- 
soned %vith spice but not always \rith common sense. He lectured 
on medicine and was one of the first to introduce dissection into 
the study of anatomy. He invented a surgical instrument called 
the glottotomon (tongue cutter). For a w'hilc he lived in the 
Abbey of St. Maur, ^vhere he deported himself as “a right monk, 
if ever tliere were any since the monking world monked a mon- 
kcr\’.” But then he got mixed up in politics and went to prison. 
Rcfcasccf after a short term, he acted as a pubhsher’s adviser and 
for a Avhilc even tried the stage as an outlet for his e-xuberant 
cnerg)’. 

He then returned to the monaster)’, entered the priesthood, 
renewed his vow of chastity, broke it and became a father in the 
flesh' as well as in the spirit, repented of his ^\•cakncss and then 
repented of his repentance, and finally fell asleep (April 9, 1553), 
rich in adventures but not in years. 

.\nd thus lived and laughed and died the gayest satirist of 
them all. * 



CERVAOTES 



Miguel de CeiTantes 

1547-1616 



VVe ARE INDEBTED to Ccn'aDtcs for two of the most interesting 
stories in the historj' of literature. The first of these stories is the 
strange life of Don Quixote. The second is the even stranger life 
of Ccivantcs. 

There has been a regrettable tendenc>’, on the part of Cer- 
vantes’ biographers, to ignore the more unpalatable aspects of his 
career. There is no reason, however, \vhy %vc cannot admire his 
^vork and at the same time tell the truth about his life. ;It is no 
disparagement of the rose bush to admit that it grous out of 
the common soil. The food of beauty is compounded of moisture 
.and mud. TIic art of Ccivantcs was the product of his suffering. 
If the life of Cervantes had not been so bitter, the stoiy' of Don 
Quixote would not ha\-e been so sublime. 

i^figucl de Cervantes Saavedra was a contemporary of Shake- 
speare. Bom in the university town of Alcala de Henares, he 
absorbed but little of its cultural atmosphere in his early life. For 
his father ^\•as a quack doctor who traveled from to\m to to\m 
and ivho made a firing by cupping and cutting the poor derils 
ivho offered tliemsclves as his patients. Little Miguel, -who ac- 
companied his father on his travels, learned very litUc out of 
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books but a great deal out of life. Though he never went to col- 
lege, he grew up into a sophisticated young gentleman of the 
period. At a rather early age he had a duel. Shortly thereafter 
he was mixed up in a rather dishonorable love affair with a Maid 
of Honor. He was rapidly gathering and storing away the ma- , 
terial that he was to use later on in his books. 

At the age of 23 we find him in Rome — probably an exile 
because of his youthful indiscretions. He worked in that city for 
about a year, and then his restlessness drove him on to enlist in 
the army. 

He fought in the Batde of Lepanto, where he came near to 
losing his left hand from the blow of a scimitar. As a result of 
this wound, which disabled him for life, he ^vas nicknamed “the 
Cripple of Lepanto.” To the end of his days he took greater pride 
in his ordinary talent as a soldier than he did in his extraordinary 
genius as a writer. 

On his way home from the war he fell into the hands of 
Moorish pirates. They sold him into slavery, and it was five years 
before he was ransomed. 

And now, having served both as a soldier and as a slave, he 
tried his luck as a poet. He succeeded in turning out some of the 
most atrocious doggerel in the history of Spanish literature. 

Still restless, he turned to the drama. He wrote between thirty 
and forty plays, ji^ erupting volcano of cncrg)%)But he spurted 
forth ashes instead of lava. His dramas were," if anything, even 
worse than his poetry. 

Finally he attempted a pastoral romance. This was the most 
dismal failure of them all. Cerv'antes, it seemed, was not 
destined to be a writer. 

Unsuccessful in his bid for fame, he settled down to find hap- 
piness. He married a woman who was eighteen years younger 
than himself. In spite of her youth, ho'ivcver, she was unable to 
satisfy his vagrant fancy. \Vithin a year after his marriage to this 
woman he bcc.-unc the father of a child by another woman. 

For a time he tried to support his family — legal as well as 
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natural — ^by means of the pen. And then in 1588 — ^he ■was 41 at 
the time — be turned to a “more sensible” source of income. He 
became a business agent for the Great Armada. But again he was 
unluck\-. The Armada was defeated, and Cer\-^antcs lost his job. 

He secured another job as a tax-collector in Granada. 'Whether 
through dishonesty or through neglect, there was a serious short- 
age of funds. Cervantes was arrested and sentenced to a term in 
prison. 

"When he ^v•as set free, he turned once more to literature for 
a li\'ing. He became ^vhat may be termed as a “professional back- 
scratcher in verse.” That is, he wrote laudatory metrical intro- 
ductions to aU sorts of books dealing ^^^th all sorts of subjects — 
from epic poems to treatises on obstetrics. These introductions 
were, as a rule, no better than the books. The great dramatist, 
Lope de Vega, writes (in a letter dated August 14, 1604) that 
there is no poet in Spain “tan malo como Cen-antes,” so bad 
as Cerv’antes. Even Cervantes himself admits this. “I am,” he 
remarks %s-ith facetious bitterness, “more experienced in reverses 
than in verses.” 

And this brings us to his 58th year, the end of the average span 
of human life. Cervantes is a shattered, disappointed and dis- 
gusted old man. He is a failure in everything, and especially in 
literature. He is norv, to quote his o\%-n description, a man “of 
silver beard, although not twenty years ago it tvas golden, large 
moustache, small mouth, teeth not important,” since he has “but 
six of them, and those in bad condition and even more badly 
arranged, because the teeth on the top do not correspond with 
those on the bottom.” He further informs us that he is “of a com- 
plexion rather white than brown, somewhat hcavy-shouIdcrcd 
and not very nimble on his feet.” A rather unprepossessing pic- 
ture, The picture of a derelict who appears ready to shuffle his 
way into eternal obluion. 
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II 

And then, ^^^thout any blare of trumpets, he suddenly leaped 
into glory. An outburst of flame from the setting sun. The man 
\vho in his youth had %\Tittcn some of the \vorld’s rvorst poems 
was inspired in his old age to ^mte one of the ^^•orld’s greatest 
novels. Cer%'antes had been working on Don Quixote for a long 
time. Parts of it had been written in a prison cell. All of it had 
been planned and composed amidst the squalor of poverty’ and 
the bitterness of despair. -Don Quixote is in a literal sense a garden 
that grew out of the mud!' It is uisdom born of suffering — the 
revelation of a gentle soul tortured in a sensitive body. 

Yet this novel, though universally acknowledged as one of the 
tvorld’s masterpieces, is far from being a perfect book. It is full 
of glaring faults. It suffers, as many of its critics have obscr\’cd, 
from “the besetting sin of the Spanish narrator, prolixity.” The 
book is too long and too disjointed. The flowers of Cervantes’ wit 
arc scattered over too spacious a landscape. ?It is necessary to ^ 
travel over many a dreary pathway in order to reach the isolated 
spots of beauty. Don Quixote might have been Uvicc as good if it 
•were half as long. 

Moreover, the story is too often inaccurate, both in structure 
and in style. Apparently Cervantes never corrected his work. And 
he never re-read it in the process of the writing. Again and again, 
■when he started a new chapter, he contradicted what he had 
written at the end of the last chapter. Like Joshua in the Old 
Testament, he blots out the passage of time on one occasion and 
compels the sun to stand still for sc%'eral hours. Don Quixote and 
Sancho Panza have been inrited into the duke’s hou.'c for supper 
at nightfall. After they have eaten scrv'cral courses and in- 
dulged in a Icngtliy conversation that must have lasted till well 
after midnight, Cervantes informs us that leas now beginning 
to draw towards evening.” On another occasion Cervantes tells 
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us that a thief has stolen Sancho Panza’s donkey, and then he 
puts Sancho Panza upon this stolen donkey no less than seven 
times. The book is full of similar inaccuracies. 

Let us, howev'er, take Cervantes’ faults in the same spirit in 
tvhich he himself took them. ^Vhen he \sTote the second part of 
Don Quixote, he called the attention of his readers to the im- 
perfections of the first part and laughed them off. “Lord, what 
btmglers we mortals be!” He made no apology for his mistakes, 
and no effort to correct them. He wouldn’t think of polishing up 
his story, any more than he would think of primping up his hero. 
It is the ridiculous wart on the face and the blundering absurdity 
in the phrase that make the man and the book so lovable and 
alive. Some \vorks of art are too perfect to be human. The stoiy 
of Don Quixote, however, is too human to be perfect. 

Don Quixote is the stoiy of a gentle madman told by a gentle 
ty-nic. It is a good-natured burlesque on the follies of mankind. 
There is satire in this book, but no bitterness. "We laugh as we sec 
our otsTi foolishness mirrored in the foolishness of Don Quixote, 
and our otsm grossness mirrored in the grossness of Sancho Panza. 
At one moment we feel more closely related to the knight, whose 
valor is greater tlian his discretion; and at the next moment to 
the squire, -whose discretion is greater than his valor. Again and 
acain. as -we sec the one fighting with his s^vord and the other 
battling -vrilh his tongue, we arc constrained to say, “There, 
thanks to the genius of Cervantes, goes a perfect image of m\sclf.” 

For all of us, as Cervantes knew, have our daj-s of the SAvord 
and our da^•s of lire tongue. Every human creature of us is a com- 
bination of Don Quixote and Sancho Panza. There are times 
•ivhen we trust in the strcngilr of our arms, and other times when 
wc rely upon the nimbicness of our legs. One moment, s\-isc in our 
folly, wc tUt at windmills svith the Don. Another moment, foolish 
in our -wisdom, we side ^^■iti^ his Squire, “who today avoids the 
fight to sleep above the ground tonight.” But ^\^sc or foolish, wc 
arc all of us aiming forever blindly at the selfsame goal — to mai:c 
life more livable for someone in distress. 
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III 

Ant) xow let us for a few thrilling moments saddle our. horses 
and ride to meet Don QuLxote, the Gentleman of the Doleful 
Countenance, as he sallies forth upon Rozinante, the Steed of 
the Skinny Shanks, in quest of noble adventure. Don Quixote is 
a long and lank)’ bachelor of fifty, whose purse is empty of cash 
but whose brain is full of fancies. Ha\’ing read a great many 
books about knight-errantry, he has decided to become a knight- 
errant himself. He arra)’s himself in a coat of mail ^s•hich is as old 
and as rust)’ as his body and in a helmet which is tied with so 
many knots that he cannot imtie them at night, and he steals out 
of his house on a bright morning in July. “His ^^•it being ivholly 
extinguished,” he mistakes w’indmills for giants, curates for 
pirates, barbers for enchanters, hovels for castles, jailbirds for 
gentlemen, and barmaids for queens. In his effort to resist the 
oppressors and to aid the oppressed, he generally manages to be 
repaid \s’ith kicks and cuffs from oppressors and oppressed alike. 

But the greater his troubles, the deeper his madness. He dedi- 
cates his life to the “rescue” of a country ■rvench \vho docs not 
even know of his existence. He calls her his “fair Lady Dulcinca,” 
and he enlists the serv’ices of Sancho Panza as his faithful squire. 

Sancho Panza is as stupid as his master is mad — altliough at 
times, as we shall sec, Sancho Panza utters ■rs’ords that are barbed 
■with the w’isdom of Solomon. Mounted upon his donkey, he fol- 
lou’S his master into all sorts of craz)’ situations in the hope that 
Don Quixote will repay him in the end by making him the gover- 
nor of an island. 

And thus we find them one morning, battered and wear)’ and 
ridiculous and undismayed, preparing to plunge into one of their 
characteristic adventures. “Don Quixote, lifting his eyes, saw 
. . . about twelve men in a company on foot, inserted like head- 
stones in a great chain of iron, that -was tied about their necks, 
and ever)’ one had manacles besides on his hands. There came to 
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conduct them two on horseback and two others afoot; the horse- 
men had firelock pieces; those that came afoot, darts and swords. 
And as soon as Sancho saw them, he said: ‘This is a chain of 
galley slaves, people forced by the king to go to the galleys.’ 
‘How! people forced?’ demanded Don Quixote. ‘Is it possible that 
the king will force anybody?’ ‘I say not so,’ answered Saneho, 
‘but that it is people which arc condemned, for their offenses, to 
serve the king in the galleys perforce.’ ‘Howsoever it be,’ replied 
Don Quixote, ‘this folk, although it be conducted, go perforce 
and not willingly . . . Then, if that be so, here falls in justly the 
execution of my function, to wit, the dissolving of violences and 
outrages, and the succoring of the afflicted and needful.’ ” 

By this time the chain of slaves has arrived, and Don Quixote 
asks the first one ^vhy he has been condepmed to the galleys. “For 
being in love,” replies tlic slave. “How so?” inquires Don 
Quixote. “I loved a basket of linen so ardently,” explains the 
slave, “that I embraced it and tried to elope ■vvith it.” 

Don Quixote requests another of the slaves to give him the 
reason for his capture. 

“Because I lacked ten ducats,” replies the comict. “If I had 
possessed those ten ducats, I would have so anointed -with them 
the notar)’’s pen, and ■whetted my law^'cr’s wit so ^vcll, that I 
might today see mj'sclf in the midst of the market of Toledo 
instead of thus trailing like a greyhound at the end of a chain.” 

A third convict informs Don Quixote that he is condemned for 
a “serious crime.” He has committed the unpardonable crime of 
confessing to a theft. If he had been able to hold his tongue, he 
laments, he would now be a free man. 

Patiently Don Quixote listens to the storv’ of every one of the 
convicts and tlicn decides that these men, although criminals in 
the eyes of tlie law, arc nevertheless people in distress. Their ill 
fortune is due to the accidental fact that they have been caught. 
He informs them that he deems it his duty, as a knight-errant, “to 
favor and assist the needful.” 

Suiting his crazv’ action to his silly words, Don Quixote makes 
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a sudden attack upon the guards. Tlie latter, taken by surprise, 
run off in a panic and allo\v the prisoners to break loose from 
their chains. Don Quixote, elated over his victory, orders the 
rescued slaves to take up their chains and to carry them as a 
trophy to his “lady love, the fair Dulcinea.” 

In answer to this extraordinary request, the escaped convicts 
belabor Don Quixote and Sancho Panza with a shower of stones. 

The slaves then disappear, each in a different chrcction. “The 
donkey and the horse, Sancho and Don Quixote, remained alone. 
The donkey stood pensive, rvith his head hanging dow'nwards, 
shaking now and then his ears, thinking tliat the storm of stones 
was not yet past, but that they still whistled around his head; 
the horse lay overthrow™ by his master, who was likewise struck 
do\sTi by another blow of a stone; Sancho stood crouching in fear 
of the bullets of the Holy Brotherhood (the Spanish police) ; and 
Don Quixote lay stretched out on the ground, lamenting to sec 
himself so nusused by those ver)’ men to tvhom he had done so 
much good.” 

Don Quixote and Sancho Panza arc finally compelled to hide 
themselves in the mountains in order to escape tlic rvrath of the 
Holy Brotherhood. Here the Knight of the Doleful Countenance 
proposes to do penance, like the cavaliers of old. 

“Do penance for what?” asks the astonished Sancho. 

“For nothing in particular,” replies Don Quixote. Anybody 
can be foolish for a good reason. The trick is to be foolish for no 
reason at all. The cavaliers of old have tortured themselves be- 
cause tlicir ladies have proved themselves false. Don Quixote 
desires to torture hirasdf because he finds it pleasant to suffer 
pain. 

And so he takes off his clothes and begins to beat his head 
against the rocks. He commands Sancho Panza to “observe well 
my painful penance” and to bring a report of tlais penance to the 
fair Dulcinea. 

Upon the completion of the penance, Don Quixote plunges 
into another scries of crazy adventures. This series culminates in 
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a desperate duel wth a %<.'ine-skin which Don Quixote has mis- 
taS:en for an enchanted giant. 

And thus he goes on from madness to madness until at last 
the curate of his native -village, -who has undertaken a search for 
this ‘‘heloved lunatic," surprises him in the midst of his ridiculous* 
adventures and carries him home in a cage. 

As he and his squire are brought into the \illage, Sancho 
Panza's wife runs to her husband with an anxious question on her 
lips. “Is your donkey well?” 

“Better than I am,” replies Sancho Panza. 

“Thank Godl” she murmurs fervently. 

And this brings us to the end of the first part. 

TV 

It -was tsr 1603 that Cervantes gave this joyous book (the first 
part of Dor. Quixote} to the world. But his own life remained as 
hitter as ever. Pursued even now by his poverty, he ^vas compelled 
as before to live among the dregs. Together with his daughter and 
his sister, he took an apartment in a house of questionable reputa- 
don. It has even been hinted that he encouraged his daughter to 
enter upon the “oldest profession in the world” and that he lived 
'on the resulting income. And then, on June 27, 1605, came the 
lowest depth of his misadventures. A libertine of noble rank was 
found dving in the apartment occupied by Cervantes and his 
relatives. They were all arrested for murder. Fortunately the)- 
succeeded in establishing their iimocencc. 

For the next ten years, while the world was chuckling over Don 
Qtdxote, Cervantes -vvTotc ver)* little. A number of mediocre 
poems, a handful of plav-s that never saw the stage, and a coHec- 
don of fair-tomiddiing short stories — these comprised the sum 
total of his literary output for the entire decade. These, and the 
second part of his great novel. 


[43] 



LIVING BIOGRAPHIES OF FAMOUS NOVELISTS 


V 

The second part of Don Quixote is in some respects even more 
‘interesting than the first part. It is a mixture of raving nonsense 
and sober ^visdom. Don Quixote speaks at times like a maniac, at 
other times like a sage; and, thanks to the genius of Cervantes, 
these inconsistent utterances are welded into the consistency of a 
living character. 

The leading character in the second part, however, is not 
Don Quixote but Sancho Panza. The sanity of this rascal has be- 
come even more absurd than the insanity of his master. He still 
loves to “caress his food and kiss his bottle,” but he is no longer 
the carefree fool of the first part. He is now an ambitious fool. He 
is anxious to make money and to arrange a magnificent marriage 
for his daughter. “It is a dangerous thing for a buxom young 
girl to remain single. A daughter is safer unlucb’ly wedded than 
unlawfully bedded.” 

He therefore keeps exacting from Don Quixote the island that 
the latter has promised him as a reward for his scrt'iccs. He is 
quite certain of his ability to make a competent governor; for, 
as he remarks of himself, “I know a little about cverj-thing” — 
and preeious little about anything. 

Indeed, it would seem as if Sancho Panza had gone to school 
between the beginning of the book and the end. In the first part 
of the book, he is as ignorant as he b wholesorfic. In the second 
part, however, he becomes “a Ic^ng bushel” of proverbs. They 
come spilling out of his mouth — there arc se^'cral hundred of 
them — on cvcr>' occasion, with many a rh)'mc but with vcr>’ little 
reason. 

And so they go on, the squire and his m.astcr, upon their 
mettlesome and prattlcsome course. Don Quixote is convinced 
that an enchanter stands between him and his exploits; and 
Sancho Panza succeeds in convincing him further that even hb 
lady Dulcinea has been enchanted. From a beautiful dartrscl, 
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the squire informs him, Duldnea has been changed into an ugly 
coimtiy wench. 

Don Quixote is determined to disenchant his lady. He hears, 
from one of the ^vags who are trying to make sport of him. that 
the man responsible for Duldnea's ph'ght is Sancho Panza. In 
order that Duldnea may be rdeased from her spell. Don Quixote 
is told, Sancho Panza must punish himself with “3300 lashes 
upon his %-aliant bottom.” 

‘T fail to see the connection,” complains Sancho, “between 
the blows upon my bottom and the happiness of Lady Duldnea.”' 
He changes his mind, howe\‘er, when his master proposes to pay 
him h.andsQmeIy for the svhipping. ‘^'ery welL” he agrees, “I 
will do as you say and disenchant the lady.” And so, accom- 
panied by Don Quixote, he repairs to the forest, removes his 
dothing, conceals himself behind a dump of bushes with a hea\y 
%vhip in his hand, and begins to lash — the bushes. \S'ith every 
stroke he utters a terrible groan; and Don Quixote, who stands 
on the other side of the thicket and who therefore is xmable to 
^v•itncss the ^vhipping, is comnilsed with pit)* at the “self-inflicted 
torture of his noble squire,” 

Sancho Panza condudes the flagellation with a voIlc>' of prov- 
erbs, and then they go on to the next adventure. 

This adventure brings them to a duke’s castle. The duke, hav- 
ing heard of their ridiculous antics, eggs them on to a series of 
antics that are even more rirflculous. This man, observes Cer- 
\‘antcs, is perhaps the most foolish character in the story, since 
he “Ends so much pleasure in mocking other fcob.” He indtes 
Don Quixote into a battle with ‘Ticxdtched” cats: he ensnares 
him into a burlesque love affair with one of the duchess’ ladies in 
waking; and he rubjccts him to indignities and blusterings and 
blows on ex'ery side. 'SSTiile he thus “entertams” Don Quixote, 
he “sets up” Sancho Panza as the “Governor of the Island of 
Barataria.” This “island” is in reality a \illagc on the mainland; 
but Sancho Panza is too much of a simpleton to imderstand the 
difference. He is “served” with a pompous mockery which puffs 
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him up wth the arrogance of a king. He is ovcnvhelmcd wth 
platters of the costliest food, seasoned -with the most appetiang 
spices, and flanked by decanters of the most aromatic \s'ines. His 
eager beUy cries out for the fray, but the court phradan warns 
him not to touch anything upon the table. “There are spies in the 
island ^s'ho are bent upon poisoning the Governor’s food and 
drink.” 

Poor Sancho! Though unable to enjoy the pleasures of his 
exalted rank, he is compelled to assume its responsibilities. He is 
placed upon the judgment seat to setde the disputes of his sub- 
jects. And suddenly, with all his ignorance, he becomes a vciy 
Daniel for justice. For ten da%-s he rules the island “ssdth a full 
heart and an empty stomach,” and then he deddes to withdraw 
from his royal honors. This he docs all the more readily because 
he hears that the island is threatened with an invasion. “Better 
a live jack,” he concludes, “than a dead king.” AH he asks for his 
services as Governor of the island is a handful of oats for his 
donkey and half a cheese and a loaf of bread for himsdf. 

He returns to Don Quixote, ready to offer his services for his 
master’s further adventures. But the adventures of the amiable 
madman arc almost at an end. His friends have tried, by c\’er>’ 
possible means, to disenchant him from his madness. .fVnd at last 
they have hit upon a ^vorkablc plan. They have induced him to 
fight a duel with Samuel Carrasco, an old friend of his who has 
concealed his idendty- under the disguise of a knight-errant. The 
punishment for a conquered knight, Don Quixote is told, is to 
submit himsdf to the trill of the conqueror. Carrasco easily de- 
feats Don Quixote and thereupon orders him to return home 
and never again to court the dangers of knight-errantry. 

Yet even now the erratic Don is not quite finished. Having 
renounced his profession as an adventurous knight, he plans to 
lake up the equally crazs* profession of an amorous shepherd. A 
fatal illness, however, saves him^from this final madness. 

-As the last day approaches, Don Quixote regains his sanity. 
'T possess now a free and clear judgmart, no longer over- 
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Ehado^vcd with the misty cloud of ignorance which the continual 
reading and plodding on books of chivalry has overcast me withal 
... I have been very foolish in my life, but I shall try to be 
some^vhat wiser in my death.” 


VI 

Cervantes had begun the second part of Don Quixote in a 
rather lazy and undecided state of mind. And he might never 
have finished it were it not for the rivalry of an impostor. This 
impostor, ^VTiting imder the pseudonym of Avellaneda, had pro- 
duced a spurious sequel to Don Quixote. Enraged at the audacity 
of this man, Cervantes hurried wth the completion of his genuine 
sequel and gave it to the world in 1615. 

It was well that he made, haste, for the follo^ving year brought 
the completion of his own life. Two lovable madmen-philos- 
ophers — ^Don Quixote and Cervantes. Both of them had been 
“blest -with the good fortime to live in folly and to die in wisdom.” 
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Important 

Essay on Projects 

The True-Born Englishman 

Hymn to the Pillory 

The Apparition of Mrs. Veal 

Robinson Crusoe 

Serious Reflections 

The Dumb Philosopher 


Works by Defoe 

Duncan Campbell 
Memoirs of a Cavalier 
Captain Singleton 
Molt Flanders 
The Journal of the 
Plague 2‘ear 

The History of Colonel Jack 



Daniel Defoe 

1661-1731 



Xhis man*,” observed a contemporary of Daniel Defoe, “has 
been mothered by quicksilver and fathered by the DevU. And, 
indeed, the author of Robinson Crusoe was one of the most rest- 
less men of his generation, and his restlessness was not alwa^a in 
accord with the footsteps of the angels. Throughout his life he 
tried to serve two masters — God and Gold; and in his divided 
allegiance he was able to serve neither of them with sufficient 
devotion. Trained for the ministry, he went into business. In his 
varied career as a businessman he sold staples and stockings, wine 
and ojaters, bricks and tiles and houses and ideas. He dabbled in 
politics, languished in prison and stood in the pillory. He visited 
the houses of the mighty — generally through the back door and 
he consorted with rebels and outcasts. He defied the princes as 
a Dissenter and he served them as a spy. He made scv’cral fortunes 
and died in hiding— a fugitive from his creditors. And he wrote 
ov'cr three hundred books of which only three — Robinson Crusoe, 
M Flanders and A Journal of the Plague Year—nsc read at the 
present day. He was, in short, a composite of nearly every* human 
acthiiy, whether good or bad — a living landscape of v-inds and 
rocks and rivers and shadov>s and floivcrs — with tlic sunlight of 
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genius transforming a commonplace patchwork into a thing of 
beauty. * 

But let us look more closely at this variegated patchwork of 
personality kno%s’n as Daniel Defoe. 

II 

As A YOUNGSTER he was knotsTi as Daniel Foe, son of the tallow'- 
chandler, James Foe. It was not till after his fortieth year that 
he began to sigft his name as D. Foe, then as Defoe and finally as 
Daniel Defoe. And then, to suit his station to his name, he bought 
a coat of arms and desdsed a fictitious genealog>’ to prove that he 
was of noble descent. 

But his father had no suspicion of any nobility on his part. He 
brought up his children in “the wholesome tradition of the mid- 
dle-class Englishman.” He was a Dissenter from tlic Church of 
England, and he inspired his family with the spirit of discontent. 
From earliest childhood Daniel was trained to be a restless 
wanderer and an observant critic of life. 

Scarcely had Daniel emerged from infancy when two horrible 
tragedies descended upon London — the Great Plague of 1665 
and the Great Fire of 1666. The Foe family came out of these 
two tragedies imscathed but scared. “Life is a constant escape 
from danger.” 

And a constant endeavor to fortify yourself against danger. 
The danger of death, and the danger of poverty. Tlic plague and 
the fire had brought starvation to thousands of homes. The Foes 
must never allow themselves to be confronted with this tragedy. 
“Fight against destitution, my son; fight against it all your life.” 

And James Foe himself fought against it, and succeeded 
tolerably well. He gave up his chandler)' for a butcher)', and 
found it more profitable to serve meat tlian to bring light. He 
could now afford to think of a good education for his diildrcn. 
He sent Daniel to a private academy, “I want you to be a minis- 
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ier.” he said. “And if not a minister, I want you to be a merchant. 
But in any event, I want you to be a successful gentleman.” 

FoBoning his father’s advice, Daniel decided upon a business 
career. The road to success would be too difficult for a minister 
of the Dissenting Church. And so, at the age of t^venty, we find 
him visiting the shops of London, a commission dealer in hosiery 
— an energetic young felloes- full of ideas but empty of cash. On 
the side, he dealt in “liquor and tobacco, cloths and oj'sters and 
pipes and snuff.” Everything was grist to the mill of his financial 
ambition. 

He was a young man of vigorous talents and positive ideas. 
But he rarely lived up to his ideas. He advised against early 
marriage — and married at twenty-four. This, however, was a 
shrewd rather than a rash step. For his wife brought him a dowry- 
of £3.700 (about $18,500). 

He next advised his friends to keep out of politics — and got 
kimself mixed up in it. He joined the hlomnouth rebellion 
against the crovra, and nearly paid with his life for his folly. 

For a time he was cured of his rebellion, but not of his reck- 
lessness. He invested heavily in merchant siups, bought a town 
ho-jse and a country house, took a “flier” in everv- bold scheme 
diat came to his notice — ^“there is more danger in overtrading 
riian in want of trade” — and found himself, in his early thirties, 
a bankrupt to the sum of £17,000 ($85,000). 

And then came a stormy period of lawsuits and counter law- 
accusations of perjuiy- and extortion and fraud, and a final 
desperate effort to recoup his losses with his pen. He began to 
^iiarkct a new commodity — thought. He vsTote a number of 
and pamphlets, and found that the)- were but a poor in- 
surance for a man with a growing family. And so he went back 
to business. He managed a state lottciy-, served as accountant in 
tie revenue department, and became — strange cmplovmcnt for 
a bankrupt! — an expert adviser in the reform of British coinage. 

But he found his progress as a government employe too slow 
fer hxs rcstics ambition. He vvas anxious to start out once more 
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for himself. Scraping together a few hundred pounds from his 
friends — ^he had a glib tongue as well as a facile pen — ^hc opened 
a brick-and-tile factory, and found it successful beyond his 
dreams. He bought a coach and a new house, and wthin a few 
years he paid off the greater part of his debts. 

And best of all, he found time for his \mting. Ha\Tng dragged 
himself to literature as a painful vocation, he n6^v resorted to it 
as a pleasant avocation. He wote scores of pamphlets on cvciy 
sort of subject, from the building of roads to the emancipation of 
women; tirades against the unjust Ia^vs of England — “these arc 
all cobweb laws, in which the small flies are catched, and the 
great ones break through” — and a satirical poem, The True- 
Born Englishman, in which he castigated the cruelty of the British 
natives against the alien, especially the Dutch, immigrants. 

As a restilt of his poem, Defoe won not only a measure of 
fame but the favor of the King. For William III was himself a 
Dutchman. This “greatest and best of Princes” — we are quoting 
Defoe’s words — rewarded him beyond his “capacity of deserv- 
ing.” The son of the chandler had become, at the age of forty- 
one, the adviser of the King. 

Defoe was justly proud of his achievement. But he was un- 
aware of the pitfalls that lay ahead of him. 

Ill 

Defoe’s troubles were due in some measure to a strange con- 
tradiction in his character. This Dissenter son of a tradesman was 
a paradox of material ambition and moral integrity. His ambition 
at times overrode his integrity, but at other times his integrity 
overruled his ambition. Though not alwa)'s above double deal- 
ing with his business associates, he never stooped to double deal- 
ing with his own Puritanical faith. This stubborn Puritanical 
faith led him again and again to court disaster in the midst 
of his prosperity. In the political field he often sold his pen, but 
in tlie field of religion he never sold his conscience. On the con- 
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trar)’, he kept himscK constantly in hot water through his cou- 
rageous advocacy of the unpopular cause of the Dissenters in the 
face of a hostile Parliament. One of his pamphlets in behalf of 
the Dissenters proved so irritating to the reactionary Parliament 
that a warrant ^vas issued for his arrest. Defoe ^^’ent into hiding 
and a re^vard of £50 was offered to anyone who would find him. 
“He is a middle-sized man, about forty years old, of a browai com- 
plc-xion, and dark-bro^\•n coloured hair, but %vears a wig; a 
hooked nose, a sharp chin, grey eyes, and a large mole near his 
mouth . . .” 

He was discovered and (on July 9, 1703) sentenced “to stand 
three times in the pilloiy, to pay a fine of three hundred marks, 
and to lie in prison during the pleasure of Queen Anne” — Defoe’s 
patron King was now dead, having been killed by a fall from his 
horse. 

The public c.\posurc upon the pillory, designed as a humilia- 
tion for Defoe, turned out to be a triumph. For the populace, 
instead of belaboring him — as was customaiy — with rotten eggs 
and ^vith stinking fish, hailed him with cheers. Here was a man 
who had dared to say his say! His trip from the pilloiy to the jail 
■was like the march of a conquering hero. 

But when tlic doors of the prison were closed behind him, his 
admirers promptly forgot his exktence. For several months he re- 
mained shut up in his cell at “the pleasure of Queen Anne” — a 
High ChurchNvoman "who hated the Dissenters — ^^vhilc his brick 
factory \vent to ruin and his family came close to tlic verge of 
staiA’ation. And he might have remained in his cell to the end of 
his da\s but for the astuteness of the ne%v Secretary of State, 
Robert Harley. This statesman-politician, though unfriendly to 
Defoe’s religious principles, was crafty enough to take advantage 
of Defoe’s political principles. Or, to be more exact, he took ad- 
\-antagc of Defoe’s lad: of political principles. He had noted that 
the pen of this facile pamphleteer could turn Uie most c.\traor- 
dinary political somersaults. Now it would prakc tlie Whigs and 
now the Tories. Himself a Tory, Harley was an.xious to ^vin the 
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favor of the more moderate Whigs. He therefore made a bargain 
with Defoe — he offered him his freedom in return for his literary 
services. 

Defoe accepted the offer and became the mouthpiece of the 
government. With the financial help of his patron, he started a 
weekly paper — The Review. Defoe insisted that it AVas a periodi- 
cal “independent of prejudice, or party,” but the readers knew 
better. The words of The Review were the words of Defoe, but 
the voice was the voice of Harley. 

And, truth to tell, he found it no great difficulty to imitate the 
voice of Harley. For while Harley was a liberal Tory, Defoe was 
a liberal Whig. And liberalism, under whatever name and in 
whatever camp, had evcry^vherc the selfsame comple-vion. Defoe 
felt, and perhaps not unjustly, that he was ser\’ing the cause of 
his country in his effort to bring the cooler heads of the tAVO 
parties to a common ground of mutual understanding. 

All this meant hard work, plenty of abuse, and little pay. De- 
foe rvrotc every ^vord of every issue of the Review, for Harley 
wouldn’t trust anyone else wth so delicate a task. Yet with all 
his delicate finesse, Defoe kept constantly antagonizing the hot- 
headed extremists in both camps., His life as an editor was a con- 
tinual battle against invectives and accusations and threats. And 
poverty. Harley was a man who paid vdth abstract promises 
rather than with concrete cashi Again and again he put Defoe — 
“I norv must feed, alas, a family of seven children” — to the hu- 
miliation of begging for the money that rvas long overdue. It was 
Harley’s business to keep Iris slave constantly loyal through his 
constant uncertainty as to the future. 

\S’ith this purpose in view, Harley kept entangling Defoe more 
and more into the web of the government’s secret machinations. 
He turned him, in short, into a spy — a confidential agent, he 
euphemistically called it. Defoe’s duty, as the government’s agent, 
rvas to tra\’el over the country — under the assumed name of 
Alexander Goldsmiili — to talk to llic people, to pry into their 
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affairs, and to find out what they thought of their Queen and her 
Secretary of State. 

It was in the summer of 1704 that Defoe set out on his “secret 
intelligence” journey. And he found this journey — he confessed 
— much to his- liking. A bom reporter, he loved to associate with 
people, to observe their habits, to study their characters, to 
anal)’zc tlieir thoughts. He turned out to be a friendly adviser to 
the people rather than an inquisitive spy. And, from the stand- 
point of the government, it ^vas just as well. For Defoe managed 
to convince instead of tr\’ing to convict the critics of the crotsm. 

His sei^-iccs ^^•cre especially valuable in the cementing of the 
Union between England and Scotland. Upon his first arrival in 
Scotland, he was greeted with a shower of stones. That night his 
house tvas attacked by an infuriated crowd of Anglophobcs. 
“Doum witli the spies!” they shouted. “No union ^s^th the Eng- 
lish 1 ” Defoe barely managed to escape through a back door. Little 
by little, hotvever, he tvon the cars and the hearts of the Scottish 
leaders. And finally he was able to write to Harley: “I have notv 
I hope tlic satisfacdon of seeing the fruit of all tliis . . . labour- 
ing, fighdng, mobbing . . . \'iz, the Union . . . ^\^lilc I tvritc 
this, the guns arc firing from the Castle (to celebrate this Union) 

. . . Mctliinks I may say: Now let me depart from hence for my 
eyes have seen the conclusion . • 

But Harley tvouldn’t let him depart. Defoe tvas too valuable a 
slave to be so quickly released. “Keep his liand to the plow and 
feed him on empty hopes.” He sent Defoe a check for £100 — 
just enough to feed his family but not enough to set him up in any 
substandal business. 

And Defoe continued to serve his master and to plan for a 
more hopeful future. A happier life not only for himself but for 
the world. He tvent on tvith his activity- as an intelligence agent 
for Harley, but he supplemented tliis work ^vith the selling of 
English table-clotlis in Scotland and wth the %vridng of several 
pamplilcts for the reconstruction of society. He advocated, in 
1709, the cstablisluncnt of a League of Nadons and of a 'W'orld 
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Court The aggressive Louis Xr\^ had just suffered a humiliating 
defeat at the hands of the British army. “It is now,” tsTote Defoe, 
‘Ssathin the power of England and her allies for ever to prevent 
any more war in Eiudpe. It is \rithin their power to make them- 
selves arbiters of all the differences and disputes that ever can 
happen in Europe, whether between kingdom and kingdom, or 
between sovereign and subjects. A congress of this alliance may 
be made a Court of Appeals for all the injured and oppressed 
. - . Here the small states shall be protected against the terror of 
their potverful neighbours, the great shall no more oppress the 
small, or the mighty devour the -weak . . . This confederacy 
[of rmaggresrive nations] may, if they please, preseive the power 
of banishing A\-ar ... to the end of the world.” 

But the isolationists of the eighteenth century paid as little at- 
tention to Daniel Defoe as the isolationists of the twentieth cen- 
tury paid to Woodrow Wilson. 


IV 

For a xusiber of years wc lose track of Defoe. The wheel of 
political fortune has turned against Harle)'. From the heights of 
his power he has been hurled into prison. And wth him he has 
carried along a number of his supporters, including Defoe. Tlib 
last term in jail has cured Defoe of his interest in politics. “As the 
preacher said, that all was vanity and vexation of the spirit, so I 
of these [politicians]: all is a mere show and an abominable 
h%-pocris)', of c\-ciy party, in cvcr\' age, under c\’cr>’ government; 
when they arc out, they fight to get in; \vhcn in, to prc\Tnt being 
out . . . Every party, and almost every person that wc have an 
account of, have . . . been guflty, more or less, of the general 
charge — ^ihat their interest governs their prindplc.” 

Defoe’s own dabbling in politics had advanced neither his 
interest nor his principle. Sick in body and disgusted in mind, he 
finally tore himself away from his diplomatic slavery and disap- 
peared into the mist. 
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And then, on the verge of sixtj', he appeared once more and 
the big\s-igs of London nodded their heads in a condescension of 
pity. “"What a sad comedo%s'n!” The adviser of princes had be- 
come a stor\' teller for kitchen \s’enches. The author of disserta- 
tions on politics had descended to reporting the adventures of a 
shipwrecked sailor. Few of his contemporaries realized that 
Daniel Defoe, in stooping to ■^vrite Robinson Crusoe, had risen to 
inunortal fame. 


V 

Defoe had found himself at last. He was not a businessman, not 
a pamphleteer, not a politician, but a \vritcr of fiction. His whole 
life had been a groping toward this end. His assumption of all the 
contradictor)’ cliaractcrs — the manufacturer, the peddler, the 
Dissenter, the compromiser, the conscivativc, the rebel, the com- 
rade, the spy — these were but a subconscious endeavor to under- 
stand from the inside the \’arious acti\’itics of the human show. 
“If you want to describe your brother’s sin, you must put your- 
self under your brother’s skin.” 

Defoe had played all sorts of men, and now he became the 
interpreter of mankind. The last decade of his life ^vas an amaz- 
ing actirity of creation. As his body grew weaker, his mind be- 
came more energetic. Novel after novel came to shape under the 
nimble shuttle of his fanc)'. The King of the Pirates, The Ad- 
ventures of Duncan Campbell, Memoirs of a Cavalier, Captain 
Singleton, Colonel Jack, Moll Flanders, Roxana, A Journal of 
the Plague Year, The History of the Devil. “How can so old a 
man get out so many new books?” 

And still find time for his business \’cnturcs? For Defoe, though 
cured of his politics, was never cured of his recklessness. To the 
end of his da)-s he kept running after the pot of gold at the end 
of the rainbow. \Vhatcvcr he made on his novels, he lost in his 
careless investments. And in these ill-advised investments he in- 
volved some of his closest friends and relatives — including lus 
own daughter, Hannah. 
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Finally, to recoup the losses of his business failures, he •\sTOte a 
Complete Guide to Business Success. This guide -vvas — ^in Defoe’s 
■\vords — “calculated for the instruction of our . . - tradesmen, 
and especially of young beginners.” 

Defoe ^s■as an expert in giving ad\icc — but not in foUoiving it. 
At the age of sixty-five we. find him involved in a lavTuit in 
which he is branded — most likely %\ithout justice — as a “swin- 
dler.” And four years later we cannot find him at all. He has gone 
into hiding from his creditors. The only clew to his whereabouts 
is a letter received by his son-in-lars*, Henry Baker (August 12, 
1 730) . It is signed “Your unhappy, D.F.,” and it is dated ‘“About 
t\s’o miles from Green\s'ich, Kent.” The letter tells of the plight 
of an old man ■weighed dorsm by “a load of insupportable sor- 
ro\s's,” neglected by his family, broken hearted at “the inhuman 
dealing of my o\s‘n son” — the son had probably refused him the 
money for another tNald speculation — suffering “under a weight 
of very heaty illness,” and distracted because he cannot have 
the comfort of a last embrace from his daughter and her btis- 
band. For “just to come and look at you, and return immediately, 
’tis a burden too heaty.” And as for their coming to sec him, this 
is out of the question. For his hiding place must not be rcx'calcd 
to anyone, not even to those most dear to him. 

And then the letter ends upon a note of resignation. “I am so 
near my joumeVs end, and am hastening to the place where the 
weary arc at rest, and where the tracked cease to trouble. Be it 
that the passage is rough, and the day stormy, by what way soever 
He please to bring me to the end of it, I desire to finish life with 
this temper of soul in all cases: Tc Dcum Laudamus . . ” 

And thus, entrusting his soul into the hand of God, the ship- 
tvTcdrcd sailor set out alone and unfriended toward the imkno'vm 
island in the dark. 
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Important 'Works by S\\-ift 


The Battle of ike Books 
The Tale of a Tzib 
Gulliver's Travels 
Cktldrcn of the Poor 


Dircctious to Servcr.is 
Polite Cor.veTSciion 
• Numerous satires 
in vene 



Joimthaji Swift 

1667-1745 



XiiE STORY OF JO^;ATHA^• SWTFT IS thc tragedy of a giant 
chained by Lilliputians. But it is also thc comedy of a cymic who 
knew how to laugh at his chains. He had loo strong an intellect 
in too feeble a body — a combination which turns a man either 
into a dull preacher or a brilliant wag. Jonathan Swift was both. 

The superiority of his intellect became manifest when he was 
three years old. At that age he was already able to read thc Scrip- 
tures by himself. And thc infirmity of his body became manifest 
at about thc same time. From earliest childhood he was afilictcd 
wth recurrent spells of nauseating dizziness. 

His entire life, indeed, was a medley of contradictions. And 
these contradictions began with his birth. Though of English 
parentage, he was bom in Ireland and lived there for thc greater 
part of his career. And in his character he showed this two-fold 
influence of his ancestry and his environment — he grew up with 
an English mind and with an Irish heart. 

At six months he lost his father, and at twelve months he was 
kidnaped by his wet-nurse. Ha\mg heard of the death of an uncle 
who had left her a legacy in England, she boarded a ship for Eng- 
land without any notice to her mbtress — and she took along with 
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her on shipboard her mistress’ baby. It -was not until three years 
later that Jonathan was returned to his mother. The child had 
de\-eloped a great love for the Bible and an impish fondnes for 
the placing of pranks. 

At six he entered the Kilkenny Grammar School, and at four- 
teen he matriculated at Trinity CoUcgc, Dublin. Here he showed 
“a passion for reading, but an aversion for discipline.” He barely 
managed to get his bachelor’s degree, but he ^^•as suspended from 
his master’s degree for his “urmccessar^' insolence to the Junior 
Dean.” He returned home in disgrace. 

Yet he managed, in spite of his “urmecessary* insolence,” to se- 
cure a job as secretary to Sir William Temple — a mediocre 
■isTiter, a close ad\iser to the King of England and, so went the 
malicious but probably unreliable gossip, the “natural” father of 
Jonathan himself. The position carried ^\•ith it a salary of twenty 
pounds a year and a place at the second table, ts'ith tlic servants. 

And so, richer in pocket but poorer in pride, the brilliant young 
secretary settled do^sm to copying out the thoughts of his mediocre 
old master. And in his spare moments — there tverc not many of 
them — ^he jotted do^sm his own thoughts, mostly in verse. 

But in these scanty spare moments of his apprenticeship, young 
Jonathan found another diverrion — ^the teaching of a little girl 
by the name of Hester, or Stella, Johnson. This fascinating child 
of eight -was a member of Sir William’s household. Her position in 
this household, as ■ss'ell as her origin, seemed to be shrouded in 
mystery. Legally baptized as the daughter of Sir William’s 
housekeeper and of Ed^s•ard Johnson, his bailiff, she had taken 
the fancy of Sir "WuUiam and was treated as one of the family. 
Rumor had it — and this time perhaps with justification — ^that 
Stella, too, was a “natural” child of Sir ^Villiam. At any rate. Sir 
William not only promised her a legacy at his death but under- 
took to bring her up as a lady under the tutelage of Jonathan 
Swift. 

Young Swift enjoyed the tutoring of Stella. And as for StcILa, 
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she ^vas all adoration for this tali and not unhandsome taskmaster 
wth the caustic tongue and the gentle smile. 

This pleasant relationship between pupU and teacher lasted, on 
and off, for nine years. And then there came a change of occu- 
pation for Jonathan S^vift. He was ordained chaplain at Dublin 
Castle. The young curate -ivas pleased with the spiritual honor 
but displeased ^vith the material position. Ha\ing determined 
upon an ecclesiastical career, he was anxious to rise to the top of 
the Church of England instead of being merely a twig upon its 
Irish offshoot. 

Yet an important position in the Church of England, the one 
thing that he most ardently desired, ^vas the one thing that his 
superiors most \igorously denied him. For this “mad parson” — as 
they called liim — had too imprcdictable a mind and too uncon- 
ventional a pen for a leader of the orthodox faith. There was no 
telling ^^■hat bombshell he might throw’ at •svhat moment into the 
beliefs of his fcllo^v churchmen. Already, it was generally kno%v'n, 
he had written— although he had not as yet dared to publish — a 
devastating satire about certain of the religious practices in 
Europe. He called his satire A Talc of a T ub — a title ^vhich, as he 
explained in the preface, he took from a custom among seamen. 
"When they meet a •whale, he said, they fling out an empty tub to 
divert him from attacking the ship. In the same way he throws 
out his talc to divert the infidels from attacking the church. 

x\nd then he goes on to show ho^v• Christianity has dcHatcd 
from the religion of Christ. He illustrates his point ^^•ith an allc- 
goiy- about a father -svho has left three coats of equal \vorth to 
his three sons — Peter (the Catholic Church) , Martin (the Church 
of England), and Jack (the CaU’inist Church). “These coats,” 
the father said, “will last you fresh and sound as long as you live 
. . . No\v \vcar them and brush them often . . . Further,” 
counseled the father, “I have commanded in my will that you 
live togctlicr in one house like brethren, for then you ^vill be sure 
to thrive, and not othcr^N’isc.” 

The three brothers took their coats — continues Swift — and 
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promptly forgot their father’s "will. Each of them began to re- 
model his coat, over and over again, in accordance with the 
shifting fashion of the day. 

Finally Peter, having embroidered his coat %vith shoulder pads 
and gold laees and whatnots until it was no longer recognizable 
as the coat originally given him by his father, assumed that he 
alone was the owmer of the one true coat. Furthermore, he de- 
clared that he alone was the ovmtr of his father’s house and 
promptly kicked his two brothers out into the cold. 

Whereupon, -writes Swift, the two dispossessed brothers re- 
e.xamined their father’s w'ill (the Bible) and attempted to restore 
their coats to their sensible original simplicity. 

In this attempt, concludes Swift, Martin succeeded tolerably 
w’ell. He pulled out all the unnecessary embroidery from the 
coat, taking care to leave only those decorations which scr\-cd 
either to strengthen or to conceal a defect. As for Jack, however, 
he \vas so anxious to simplify his coat that he cut it up into a 
rag. And tvhen people came to look or to laugh at it — ^but the 
rest of the stoiy' is too coarse for the modem palate. 

It was several years after its completion that A Talc of the Tub 
\vas published — anonymously. Though intended as a parable to 
show the authors preference for the Church of England, it failed 
to win the approbation of the Anglican bishops and archbishops. 
They laughed at S\rift’s satire over the defects of tlic other 
churches, and they fumed over his allusions to the defects of his 
own church. This young chaplain, they decided, ssas far too 
clever for his own good. He was a man to be humored — and to be 
w'atched. 


II 

OxE nAY, when Swift was an old man, he glanced at a fesv pages 
of his Talc and murmured, “Good„God, ^vhat a genius I had 
wlicn I wrote that book!” This was his misfortune. His genius 
was too great for the understanding of his contemporaries. The 
little minds were afraid of the big mind. Deliberately they kept 
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him chained do\s’n to one obscure position after another. From 
Dublin Castle to a country' parish in Laracor. From the church 
in Laracor back to St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin. But no 
bishopric for him in England, or even Ireland. A deanery was 
the best that they ever dared to offer him. He had received a 
doctorate in divinity, had won the friendship of the most influen- 
tial men in England, had dined %vith the Prime Minister and 
played cards w'ith the Secretary of the Treasury — but all in vain. 
Whenever he applied for an important position in the Church, 
he was met w'ith a polite refusal. His pen was too deeply steeped 
in fire and brimstone. On one occasion he even sent an appeal 
directly to the Queen — ^with the same negative result. Dean Swift 
remained the most famous nonentity of his day. 

Yet through it all he remained outwardly cheerful. His days, 
save for the ail-too-frequent attacks of his dizziness, tverc filled 
\s’ith epigrams and laughter. He loved people indiwdually, though 
he hated them in the lump. A tall, vigorous, swarthy, ccntcr-of- 
thc-stage ty'pe of man, witli piercing blue eyes, dark bushy eye- 
brows and a booming voice. The talcs that he could tell! And 
the language that he could use, especially in male company ! And 
so gallant •with the ladies! — in spite of the rumors of his constitu- 
tional defects. 

A man outwardly cheerful, and inwardly seething ^vith rage. 
Conscious of his superiority to the leaders of the day, he must 
needs play the lackey in their presence. Ha\'ing come to London 
on a mission in behalf of the Irish people (and of his o\sti ad- 
vancement), he met the rivo foremost statesmen of England 
(Bolingbrokc and Harley) , tried his best to climb into their favor 
— “in London a man must climb on all fours” — and remained 
tltcir favorite clown. 

But a cIo^\•n ^^'ithout pay. Like Defoe, he ^s'rotc political pam- 
phlets for Harley. But unlike Defoe, he refused to receive com- 
perrsation for his ^vork. On one occasion, as Harley shook hands 
witli him, he managed to slip into Swift’s palm a note for fifty 
poimds. The outraged pamphleteer threw the note in Harley's 
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face, stalked out of the room, and refused to see Harley again 
until the latter came to his house to offer a personal apolog)'. 

"What S\sift wanted for his work ^vas not pay but preferment. 
And this he was never able to get — either from Harley or from 
anyone else. 

Yet his stay in England, though a political failure, •\\’as an in- 
-t^ectual triumph. He became the outstanding figure in the 
coffee houses, where the keenest wits of London congregated for 
their daily duel of tongues. The “mad parson” •svas by far the 
most skillful, if not always the most stubtle, of the duelists. His 
cuts •were deep and sharp and decisive. There was no salve of 
sympathy in his tvords when he really wanted to hurt. “No man,” 
writes one of his biographers, Bertram Ner\Tnan, “ever had more 
^\•it and less humor than Srsdft.” 

His was a curious kind of %rit, a gruff and relentless tearing 
a^vay of the h)’pocrisy that covered the ugliness of life, a cjTiical 
rcduclio ad absurdum — a reduction of the pomposity of the fanci- 
ful to the absurdity of the real. His sardonic ^^•it ^vould crop out 
in his friendly as well as in his imfriendly acts. Alrva)S he did die 
astonishing thing — ^utterly imcxpccted because utterly logical. 
“One c\’ening,” ^^■ritcs the poet, Alexander Pope, “Gay [the 
author of The Beggar’s Operd^ and I •went to sec Jonathan 
Swift — you know how intimately we ■svcrc all acquainted. On 
our coming in, ‘Hey-day, gentlemen,’ saNS the doctor, Sshat’s 
the meaning of this ^•isit? How come you to leave all the great 
lords, that you arc so fond of, to come hither to sec a poor dean?’ 

“ ‘Because ^s•c •would rather sec you than any of them.’ 

“ ‘Ay, any one that did not know you so ^vcll as I do might 
bdieve you. But, since you arc come, I must get some supper for 
you, I suppose?’ 

“ ‘No, doctor, we have supped already.’ 

“ ‘Supped already! that’s impossible; •why, ’tis not eight o’clock 
yet.’ 

“ ‘Indeed wc have.’ 

“ ‘That’s very strange: but if you had not supped, I must ha%c 
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got something for you. Let me see, what should I have had? A 
couple of lobsters? Ay, that would have done very' well — ^tivo 
shillings; tarts — a shilling. But you will drink a glass of wine with 
me, though you supped so much before your usual time, only to 
spare my pocket?’ 

“ ‘No; we had rather talk with you than drink with you.’ 

“ ‘But if you had supped ■^s•ith me, as in all reason you ought 
to have done, you must have drank with me. A bottle of wine — 
two shillings. T\vo and t^vo is four, and one is five; just t^vo-and- 
sixpence apiece. There, Pope, there’s haK a cro\v-n for you; and 
there’s another for you, sir; for I won’t save anything by you, I 
am determined.’ 

“And in spite of everything \s-e could say to the contrary,” 
concludes Pope, “he actually obliged us to take the money.” 

Such was the anomaly of Dean Swift — sardonic, gentle, viva- 
cious, morose — a writer applauded for his genius, a preacher 
despised for his frankness, a celebrity -who was everywhere quoted 
and nowhere understood. He returned from England loaded 
\silh honors and denied a job. A titan chained down in a "world 
of pygmies. 

But before he left his English pygmies, he had his sport with 
them. He punctured the balloon of their pretentiousness in the 
person of John Partridge. This Partridge, by trade a cobbler, 
tried to set himself up as a prophet. He published an astrological 
almanac in ^vhich he made annual predictions of things to come. 
In order to expose the stupidit>- of these predictions, Swift pub- 
lished — under the pen name of Isaac Bickerstaff — a rival almanac 
which contained a list of his o\%n prophecies. “My first proph- 
cc\',” he wrote, “relates to Partridge the .Mmanac-Makcr. I have 
consulted the star of his natirity - . . and find he %vill infallibly 
die upon the noth of March next, about eleven at night, of a 
raging fever . . .” 

March 29th passed, and Partridge protested that he was still 
alive. But “Isaac BickerstafT’ stuck to his guns. He published a 
minute and circumstantial AccourJ 0/ ike death of Mr. Par- 
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iridge, the Almanac-Maker, upon the sgth instant. Mr. Par- 
tridge once more protested that he was not dead. WTiereupon 
“Mr. BickerstafF’ gravely announced that John Partridge ts-as 
not only a corpse but a liar. 

And thus the faker was faked, and remained “a dead man and 
a liar” to the end of his dap. 


Ill 

SwnFT was a strange man; and one of the strangest things about 
him Avas his relationship toward Stella and Vanessa. Stella, as 
we have seen, tvas the little girl he had tutored while serving 
as secretary to Sir "William Temple, ^\^len she gre^v up, she be- 
came to him something less than a lover, yet something more 
than a friend. As for Vanessa — ^her real name ^^•as Esther Van- 
homrigh — he met her on one of his ^isits to London and became 
tenderly attached to her. And she — ^in spite of the fact that he 
ts'as old enough to be her father — fell passionately in love with 
him. 

And ^o^v began one of the most pecuhar triangles in the history 
of romance. St\'ift dc%'otcd himself to both, yet surrendered him- 
self to neither, ^^^len he was in England, he kept up an intimate 
correspondence ^s•ith Stella; and when he ^vas in Ireland, he kept 
up an equally intimate correspondence ^rith Vanessa. And finally, 
Avhen he settled do\\'n in Dublin as the Dean of St. Patrick’s, he 
found himself pleasantly though embarrassingly burdened •is’ith 
the presence of both his dc^•otces in the same vicinity. Stella lived 
in a house not far from St. Patrick’s — frequently, when Swift 
\sas a^say, she came to live in his own apartment. .And A^ancssa 
took a house in a suburb of Dublin on the pretense that she had 
inherited some real estate in that locality and tliat she must now 
attend to the matter in person. 

Stella and Vanessa never met. Yet .each of them knew of tlic 
other’s existence, and both of them harried S'.rift ^vith their 
jealousy. Of the t^vo ^vomcn, Vanessa was the more impetuous. 
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‘T \vas bom ^sith \-ioIcnt pasaons,” she confessed to Swift in one 
of her letters, “and they all terminate in one — that uncxprcssible 
passion I have for you . . . Pray she^v‘ some tenderness for me, 
or I shall lose my senses . . And finally she broke under the 
strain of her emotions. On May i, 1723, she made her will — in 
^s•hich she deliberately omitted Swift's name — and on June i, 
1723, she died — ‘Ssithout the services of God or priest,” and 
‘Svith a scrap of the Talc of c Tub m her hands.” 

Stella, no less sensitive but far more sensible than Vanessa, 
survived her by five years. On the ^vhole she served as a steadying 
influence upon her “mad parson.” A woman of solid character 
and of sober judgment, she was “more inclined to confirm a 
wrong opinion tlran to oppose it. The excuse she commonly 
gave” — arc quoting tire words of Joseph Addison — “was tliat 
it prevented noise and saved time.” Though she disliked her role 
as owner of only half of Srvift’s affections, she contented herself 
rsitli an occasional pointed stab at “my dear’s double dealing.” 
On the whole she realized tirat Swift \ras an unusual man who 
must be handled rvith unusual tact. 

And so she lived her tactful life as his ‘ininistress rather than 
his mistress” — there is no e\idcncc to prove, as some of his con- 
temporaries hinted, tirat drey were ever married. And -rvhen she 
finally died, she left a permanent void in the hc.art of the sad old 
dean. From now on Swift’s outward conduct, like his inrs-ard 
drought, was that of an embittered man. “I detest the world,” 
he rvTOte to one of his friends, “because I am growing rvhoUy 
unfit for it.” 

IV 

It EECVJtE A KiTU.VL rrith Dean Swift on his birthda%-s to read 
the Biblical chapter in which Job curses the day he w.is bom. 
More and more he was learning to despise mankind — and to serve 
his fcllors- nren. He rNXis especially anxious to lighten the burdens 
of the Irish. He lashed drem with his tongue, and he carc^cd 
•them with his haird. The suffering of Ireland had become the 
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overmastering anxiety of his old age. And the allegation of this 
suffering had become his overmastering ambition. On one occa- 
sion, ^vhen the English government had proposed an oppressive 
measure against the Irish people, he castigated the injustice in a 
series of letters so trenchant that the government found it ncccs- 
saty' to drop the proposal. These letters, which he signed “M. B. 
Drapier, the o\Mier of a shop of Irish stuffs,” won for S^s•ift the 
“eternal gratitude” of the Irish — and became to him an “eternal 
source of annoyance.” For he didn’t like the adulation of the 
people. He had helped them, he said, not because of his love for 
them, but because of his hatred against slavery. He knc^v the 
fickleness of the mob. They were ready to applaud him for his 
daring in their behalf. But would they raise a finger to save him 
from the consequences of his daring? To illustrate this point, he 
told an amusing story'. A Spanish Jew, follo^s•cd by an excited 
crowd of schoolboys, \vas being led to the stake. Fearing that they 
woidd be cheated out of their sport in the event of his recanta- 
tion, the youngsters kept clapping him on the back and shouting, 
firme, Moysc (Moses, continue steadfast).” 

And S^\•ift continued steadfast in spite of the foolish youngsters 
and the sa\’agc inquisitors of the world. He had a compassionate 
contempt for the Yahoos of the human race, ^vith their perjuries 
and their passions and their stupidities and their swindles and 
their ^s•ars. He was amazed at man’s inhrunanity to man. He had 
lost all faith in human reason. And he declared this bankruptcy 
of his human faith in a pamphlet whose dc\'astating logic stands, 
c\'cn among Swift’s ^^'ritings, in a class by itself. The title of this 
pamphlet is A Modest Proposal for Preventing the children of 
Poor People from being a Burthen to their Parents or Country, 
and for making them beneficial to the Public!:. What — ^hc asks — 
is the good of all the suggestions offered for the relief of the “dire 
poverty and the griping want” of the Irish peasants? ^Vhy svastc 
any more time trying to teach the absentee landlords “to have at 
least one degree of mercy towards their tenants?” Away with 
such “vain, idle, \isionary thoughts!” He, the author of the 
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Modest Proposal, had a totally new and practical plan — a plan 
“which, I hope, \stU not be liable to the least objection.” 

And here, in brief, is the plan : 

“I have been assured by a very knowing American of my ac- 
quaintance in London, that a young healthy child ^vell nursed 
is at a year old a most delicious, nourishing, and wholesome food, 
■whether ste'ived, roasted, baked, or boiled, and I make no doubt 
that it will equally serv'e in a fricassee, or a ragout.” 

Let the Irish peasants, therefore, raise children for the table 
of their English landlords. “A child will make two dishes at an 
entertainment for friends, and when the family dines alone, the 
fore and hind quarter will make a reasonable dish, and seasoned 
^^ith a little pepper or salt will be very good boiled on the fourth 
day, especially in ■winter . . . 

“I grant this food ^vill be somewhat dear, and therefore very 
proper for landlords ^vho, as they have already devoured most of 
the parents, seem to have the best title to the children . . . 

“I have computed the charge of nursing a beggars child . . . 
to be about two shillings per annum . . . and I believe no gen- 
tleman ^vould repine to give ten shillings for the carcass of a good 
fat child . • . Thus the Squire will grow popular among his 
tenants, and the mother will have eight shillings net profit and 
be fit for work till she produces another child.” 

And then, ^rith a final t\vist of his satirical lash — “Those who 
arc more thrifty . . . may flay the carcass: the skin of ■which, 
artifidally dressed, will make admirable gloves for ladies, and 
summer boots for fine gentlemen.” 

The landed gcntiy read the pamphlet, expressed tlreir disgust 
at the author’s barbarity, and went on with their “drilizcd” 
business of slowly starving their Irish tenants to death. 

As for the “barbarian,” he went about in a “perfect rage and 
resentment,” snarling at cvciv’body, and giving alms to a stream 
of beggars who came daily to his door. 

He hated beggars; and the world, he said, was full of them. 
They were to be found among the rich as well as among the poor. 
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“The rich beg for a kingdom; the poor, for a crust of bread.” 
S^sift detested the gigantic beggars ever so much more than the 
little ones. The bigger they are, he tells us in Gulliver’s Travcb, 
the greater the torture they inflict upon the eyes and the nose. 
As for himself, he had no use for begging because he had no use 
for money. In this respect, he said, he tried to model himself after 
the image of the AlmighU’. “We can tell ho^^• little the Almighty 
thinks of money by considering those upon \vhom He is pleased 
to bestow it.” 

And thus the “mad parson” jested and scolded his ^vay into 
old age, appearing to everybody to be standing on his head be- 
cause he alone stood on his feet in a tops\--tur\7 world. 

V 

Swift had now reached the years of disillusioned wisdom, and 
he decided to incorporate this ^^i'isdom into the imaginaiy Travels 
of Lemuel Gulliver. On August 8, 1726, he sent the manuscript 
of Gulliver’s Travels to the publisher, Benjamin Mottc. And to- 
gether wth the manuscript he sent a letter, signed “Richard 
SjTnpson,” in \shich he described himself as a cousin of Lemuel 
Gulliver. “Mr. Gulliver entrusted me some years ago ^vith tliis 
copy of his Travels ... I have shoum tlicm to several persons 
of great judgment and distinction; and although some parts may 
be thought in one or t^vo places to be a little satirical, it is agreed 
they ^s•ill give no offense . . Mr. “S\Tnpson*’ then went on to 
offer the manuscript for £200, with the stipulation that if the 
sale of the book did not ^varrant tliis ads'ance, he is'ould refund 
the balance to the publisher. 

The book was published in the fall of 1726, and the first edi- 
tion -was exhausted in a week. Evciybody laughed over Gulliver's 
bitter attack against the stupidity of llic y.ahoo-man race, because 
c^•c^^•body thought that it not himself but Ills neighbor \vho 
was mc.ant to be the object of the attack. And Sivift became more 
bitter than ca cr. He had failed in hk purpose. “I wanted to vex 
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the world, not to divert it.” Gulliver’s Travels was the story of a 
sane man adventuring over the inanities and the vanities of an 
insane world. If only the \vorld, instead of being amused by its 
sane men, would allow itself to be ruled by them! Then there 
would be less greed and more graciousness, less private property 
and more conrunon fellowship, less cruelty and more pity, less 
glitter and more glory, less insolence and more sense. “I have 
often endeavored,” \vrotc Swft to Alexander Pope, “to establish 
a friendship among all sane men . . . They are seldom above 
three or four in a generation; and if they could be united, they 
would drive the world before them.” 

One such sane man he met — ^\'’oltairc. This rebellious young 
Frenchman, exiled to England for his too honest tongue — “It is 
my trade,” he had said, “to say what I think” — sat at the feet 
of the “mad parson,” absorbed his philosophy, \vTote an imitation 
[Micromegas) of Gulliver’s Travels, and returned to France with 
a new vision to abolish the hatreds and the injustices of the rulers 
of tlic world. 

And the “mad parson” went on with his tireless search for a 
sane world. His body was racked with pain, and his heart was 
saddened repeatedly by the loss of his dearest friends. “Tlic gift 
of a long life is bought at too high a price.” To strengthen him- 
self for the ordeal of a lonely old age, he WTotc a prayer 'ivhich 
was posthumously found among his unpublished papers. “Oh 
God, Tlrou dispensest Tliy blessings and Thy punishments as it 
becometh infinite justice and mercy . , . Turn our thoughts 
rather upon that felicity which wc hope they shall enjoy, than 
upon that unspeakable loss wc shall endure.” 

Alwa\-s thinking about tire felicity of man — this cynic who 
faced mankind with a snarl. 


VI 

And now his tliinking and liis suffering and his snarling had be- 
come erased into a merciful oblKnon. His mind was a blank. One 
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day, as he read A Tale of a Tub, it ^vas pointed out to him that 
he was the author of this book. “Oh no,” he said. “The man who 
wrote it ^vas a genius.” Again and again, ^s-hen he sa%s’ his hag- 
gard face in the mirror, he remarked with an impersonal sadness, 
“Poor old man.” And on his birthday’s, when bells were rung and 
bonfires were lit in his honor, he asked, “IVho is this man -whom 
the people love so devoutly?” 

October 19, 1745. A clear sky overhead, a clouded mind 
within. But for an instant the cloud lifted. “Oh God,” he was 
heard to murmur, “have a watchful care of me on this my last 
journey.” 

And ^\hen he set out on the journey, an entire city came to bid ■ 
him Godspeed. For they had learned to %\ orship him as a man of 
great hatred and great love. A hater of injustice, a lover of men. 


[76] 



STERNE 



Important ^\'oTl:s by Sterne 


A Poliliccl Romance 
Tnsiram Shandy 


Sermons by Yorick 
The Sentimenial Journey 



Laurence Sterne 

1713-1768 



■t-HE GRANDFATHER of Laurcncc StcTDc was Archbishop of York 
'vho stood like a granite monument in one spot. His father was 
a soldier tvho moved restlessly like the %md from place to place. 

“My birthday -ivas ominous to my poor father, who ^vas the 
day after my arri\-al, with many other brave officers, broke and 
sent adrift into the tside world tvith a t'ife and t^^•o children.” 
He was “the Uh’sscs-like planhing of adverse gods at the ^\'ar 
Office.” And his destiny ^vas also at the mercy of a prolific wife, 
'vho bore him a brood of feeble, anemic children. On orders to 
die regiment, she follo-wed her husband “from Ireland to Eng- 
land, and from England to Ireland, from inland garrison to sea- 
port to\s-n and back again, incessantly bearing and incessantly 
burning children” — until friends began to speak of Mrs. Sterne’s 
losing one infant at such and such a place and leaving another 
behind on such and such a journey, as if they tvere so many 
unfortunate pieces of baggage addressed directly from heaven 
to the grave. Indeed, death seemed dressed for more than one 
kind of action under tlie King's regimentals. At Gibraltar the 
father of Laurence Steme, “that much-enduring campaigner,” 
■''•'as nm through the body in a duel “about a goose.” The affair 
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took place in a small room; and Captain Philips put his rapier 
with such \'igor through Captain Sterne’s person^ that he actually 
pinned him to the wall behind. Then, with infinite presence of 
mind, the ^vounded little officer politely requested Captain Philips 
that before withdrawing his instrument he might have the cour- 
tesy to brush off any plaster adherent to the point, “which it 
would be disagreeable to have introduced into my system.” 

Captain Sterne recovered from the ^^’ound. He retired for his 
convalescence to Jamaica — and there he died of a fever. “His 
malady first took away his senses, and then made a child of him; 
and finally in a month or t\vo w’alking about continually, ^sithout 
complaining, he sat do\s-n in an arm-chair and breathed his last.” 

This mingling of the ^vhimsical with the tragic — a destiny 
■which pursued the little soldier throughout his life — continued 
in the life of his son, Laurence. Like his father, he was tossed 
about by the w'inds of chance and by the \vhimsics of his fc^o^v 
men. IVriting of his father, Laurence Sterne observed: “You 
might have cheated him ten times a day, if nine had not been 
sufficient for your purpose.” 


II 

His father had left his family “without a shilling in the world.” 
Fortunately, however, a cousin came to the rescue. He invested 
his money in a classical education for the “lean and learned” 
youngster. “Who knows? Perhaps some day you become an 
Archbishop like your grandfather.” 

Did his cousin kno\s- that Laurence’s favorite book among the 
classics was OHd’s Art of Love? And that Laurence’s absorbing 
pastime was flirting with the girk? /Vftcr a due measure of 
Horace, Plato, Pliny, Cicero, Isocrates and the Lives of the 
Saints, he received his ordination and settled down as a clcrg)- 
man in the Yorkshire parish of Sutton-on-thc-Forcst. He dabbled 
in politics -sviih an uncle ^s■ho was an influential churchman, re- 
ceived the benefice of additional parishes, and then looked around 
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for a ■vs'ife to add to his prefennents. He courted Elizabeth 
Liimely for t^vo years. No one ever ■^'vrote love letters quite like 
the letters of this semi-classical, wholly lovesick young preacher. 
‘‘He sealed his kisses with quotations from Milton’s Paradise Lost, 
ana tnth allusions to the Beggar^ s Opera, and he underlined his 
signs with footnotes from Pope's Essay or. Men.” Elizabeth 
‘‘o'.raed she liked me, but thought herself not rich enough or 
me poor enough to be joined together . . . She fell into con- 
sumption, and one evening that I tvas sitting by her with an 
almost broken heart to see her so ill, she said: ‘My dear Lauiy, 
I ne\'er can be yours, for I verily believe I have not long to live I 
But I have left you every shilling of my forttme.' Upon that she 
Eho%s-ed me her will. This generosity overpowered me. It pleased 
God that she recovered, and we were married . . .” 

Their wedded life commenced well. The lady had musical 
tastes, ‘Tlie Hear played on the bass viol and she accomparued 
him.” 

But it was a dull h‘fe- For Mrs. Sterne was a dull woman. .MI 
the heaHer %'irtues dragged her down when she tried to ac- 
company her husband on his intellectual bop, skip, and jump, so 
that the couple •s'.'as unable to fulfill the first command of a 
happy marriage — to go through life as one. Sterne i\-as a %'.it 
whose fancy lifted him on wings of laughter, ^vhiIc his wife 
plodded along, hca\-y-footed, sullen, tmable to understand. He 
had decided that he was somehow — ^in spite of his clerical robes — 
a descendant of one of the most renowned families in fancy if 
Eot in blood — the family of the Yoricks of Denmark, the jesters 
at the King's court. -Mas, poor Vorickl The jester of the King 
was dead. But long live his successor, the jester of the world! 

For the world is sad and it must be amused. .\way, then, with 
graHty! “GraHn- is an errant scoundrel of the most dangerous 
Hnd — ^because he is a sly one . . . The very csence of gra\ity 
is dcsicn ... a m'vsterious carriage of the body to co^■c^ the 
defects of the mind.” 

And so Laurence Sterne had adopted, in addition to the four 
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sacred Gospels, a group of four secular gospels — the gospels of 
painting, of fiddling and of laughter, and the divine service of 
books. 

And for all that, he still found time for his favorite pastime — 
the “pursuit of happiness.” A long fist of ladies had kindled 
flames in the breast of the susceptible young parson. His “platonic 
dalliances” were the scandal — and the env)' — of his parishioners. 

Yet these dalliances did not stand in the way of his advance- 
ment. He still received preferments, and people still wondered 
at his versatility. He was appointed Justice of the Peace and he 
judged his fellow parishioners with a merry twinkle of self-ridi- 
cule in his eye. Never since the days of Friar Tuck was there such 
a spectacle in England as this Yorkshire parson, who buried the 
dead, baptized the bom, and laughed, laughed, laughed uproari- 
ously till his sides ached. 

Alway’s laughter before duty. “Once, as Sterne was going over 
the fields on a Sunday to preach at Stillington, it happened that 
his pointer dog sprung a covey of partridges, when he went di- 
rectly home for his gun and left his flock that was waiting for 
him in the church in the lurch.” When he hired a serv’ant, he 
called him, with delicious humor, “my sinful Amen.” 

Aware of his own imperfections, he sympathized vrith the im- 
perfections of others. He found himself “attached in comrade- 
ship” to a group of cultured voluptuaries who called themselves 
the “Club of Demoniacs” and who foregathered at a country 
estate which they had nicknamed “Crazy Castle.” Here they ate 
and drank and were merry, and discussed literature and love, and 
WTOte sonnets to Venus and to her “godson” Francois Rabelais. 

And in the evening when they met 
(To think on’l always docs me good,) 

There never met a jollier set. 

Either before, or since the Flood. 

In such pursuits, tucked in a comer of England, Sterne lived 
the first half of his life — obscure, contented, scolded and loved 
by his happy-go-lucky flock. For though he had many vices, he 
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had one \-irtue in. abundance— a beartful of kindnes for c\-ery 
Ihing soul. 

His Hndness had gro%m out of his suffering. Laurence Sterne 
was a sick man. His very looks belied his laughter. With his lean, 
lanky figure dad in black, his spider legs, his chest “utterly i\ith- 
oat stamina,” and his face ivhich consisted not so much of cheeks 
as of stretches of hollowed skin, he tried to comince the world — 
and himself — that he was what he tvas not. The man ivas slowly 
bleeding to death of infected Itmgs. His huge nostrils alone kept 
constantly quivering with the breath of his wit. Nattuc had built 
for him a framework of tragedy ivithin ivhich the spirit of 
laughter managed to keep the body alive. 


in 

For HOtnis, after he had laid away his \ioIin, he sat in his library 
and wrote. This library tvas the temple dedicated to his blessed 
trinit}- of humorists — ^“Ludan, my dear Rabdais, and dearer 
Cervantes” — men who had recei\-ed sorrow and given joy. And 
dose behind them were the lesser dhinitics in his affections — 
Montaigne, Pope, and Sivift. Here in the hbnuy Sterne paid his 
tlcvotions to the ancient, esoteric m}-stcrics and became deeply 
itamersed in the strange Kabala of the chuckle. And in this 
atmosphere he prepared a book that amazed and inspired and 
s^dalized the world. A “new and original” book. Nothing like 
it had e\-er been imttcn before. It had no shape, no logic, no 
dignity. He just observed the wisdom and the stupidity of the 
world, its tragedy and its comedy, its fears and its foibles and its 
hatreds and its loves, kneaded it all together into a story as rich 
hi interest — and as empty of plot — as life itself, injected into it 
ihc tang of Rabelaisian humor, and called the astonishing con- 
coction Tke Ute cr.d Op’-^'-ions of Tmircm Shcr.dy. 

He read the first pages of the book to some friends after dinner. 
And they promptly asleep. Deeply hurt, he %valkcd over to 
ihc fireplace and -was about to toss the manuscript into the flames 
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when one of the company, still awake in one eye — an eye that 
saw far ahead — snatched the manuscript and saved it for the 
future. 

Even after the book ^vas published, Sterne ^s•as dubious about 
its reception. “It is so utterly a creature without a head or a 
tail” — ^the preface, for c-xample, is ^^Titten in the middle instead 
of at the beginning of the story. And its humor is so very much 
like the De%dl in a postme of self-adoration. “You sport too much 
with your wt ... It is like toying ^^ith a man’s mistress - . . . 
very' delightful solacemcnt to the inamorato, but little fun to 
the by-stander.” 

Yet he hoped that people might compare his story to that other 
story published in the same year — Voltaire’s Candide — “the fun- 
niest book of all time.” And he prayed to the muse of Cunegonde 
that the Shandy family might be added to the gallery^ of great 
fictional portraits. 

And notv he began to receive the reports of his London friends 
who had read advance copies of Tnslram Shandy. “It is the 
opinion of the best judges, without e.xccption, that your book 
caimot be put into the hands of any woman of character.” “I 
hope you except tvidows,” replies Sterne sarcastically, “for they 
are not at all so squeamish.” 

And then, when he comes up to London, he discovers that his 
Shandygaff has taken hold after all. TTutram has conquered. 
And Sterne is a celebrity overnight. 

IV 

Is THE Yorkshire dialect, “shandy” is a word ^^■hich means 
“crack-brained, unsteady, gay.” And this characteristic is true 
of the entire book down to the very typography. “Tlic pages arc 
sprinkled over profusely with dashes, stars, imitations of fiddles, 
tuning forl3, pages numbered wrong (as though by a mistake of 
the binder), one page utterly blank of print ... an odd scries 
of zigzag lines, like a meteorological registry . - . dashes of every 
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length from an inch long downwards ...” And, as the Lon- 
doners began to read the book, they stared and wondered and 
scratched their heads — and then they read on and became ab- 
sorbed. What curious ideas ! What lovable characters ! And ^vhat 
an Od)-sscy of outlandish adventures ! 

These adventures begin not ^^•ith the birth of Tristram — in- 
deed, he is not bom imul the third volume — but with the vaga- 
ries, the fortunes, the duties and the prixilcges of the embiyonic 
manikin that is later to be created into a man. And then this 
potpourri of a novel hurries us on to an acquaintance -with 
^Valter Shandy, the eccentric father of this eccentric embiyo. 
^N’^alter Shandy is a man long on theory' and short on practice. 
He alwaj-s attempts to do the elaborate rather than the simple 
thing — ^^^•ith the result that he generally docs nothing at all. 'W’hcn 
he has to scratch his right ear, he will invariably tr>' to do it ^s^th 
his left hand around the back of his head. His hand wUI thus be 
twisted in pain and his ear will remain unscratched. Armed ■ivith 
a stunning array of mj'stical quotations and magical beliefs, he 
is a bom orator whose great tragedy is that he has no audience. 
“He is like a perspiring Juggler before a company of the blind.” 

Even his -wife is blind to his talents, and quite indifferent to 
his talk. She never asks him any questions, and thus she never 
gives him the opportunity that he most desperately desires — ^to 
argue. “She ^vcnt out of the world at last,” observes Tristram, 
“'vithout knowing ^vhether it turned round or stood still . . . 
My father had officiously told her abo\-c a thousand times tvhich 
"ay it was — ^but she alwap forgot.” 

And now we meet another character in the Shandy household 
— Walter’s brother, Toby. Uncle Toby, a retired soldier who is 
spending his last da)-s ^vith the Shandj-s, is full of goodness and 
<^pty of thought. While his brother discourses on plulosophical 
matters, Uncle Toby smokes his pipe and catches flies. 

Catches tliem, only to set them free. “Go — sun’s he one day 
at dinner, to an overgrown one which had buzzed about hri nose, 
tmd tormented him craelly all dinner time. ... I’ll not hurt 
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thee, says my uncle Toby, rising from his chair, and going across 
the room, with the fly in his hand, — I’ll not hurt a hair of thy 
head: — Go, saj's he, lifting up the sash, and opening the hand 
as he spoke, to let it escape; — go, poor devil, get thee gone, why 
should I hurt thee? — ^This world surely is \vide enough to hold 
both thee and me.” 

Toby Shandy is a beautiful soul. And yet — note the irony of 
Laurence Sterne — this sensitive lover of God’s creation is -also a 
passionate adrmrer of man’s destruction. He makes an eloquent — 
and poindess — defense of his admiration for war to his brother' 
Shandy. “If, when I ^s-as a schoolboy, I could not hear a drum 
beat, but my heart beat \s’ith it — ^vas it my fault? Did I plant 
the propensity there? 'When we read over the siege of Troy, ishich 
lasted ten years and eight months, — though ^\•ith such a train 
of artilleiy as \ve had at Namur the to\m might have been car- 
ried in a week — had I not three strokes of a ferula given me, two 

on my right hand, and one on my left, for calling Helene a b h 

for it? Did any of you shed more tears for Hector? And ^vhcn King 
Priam came to the camp to beg his body, and returned weeping 
back to Troy ■without it, — you know, brother, I could not cat 
my dinner.” 

He hates to see the killed, but he loves to see the J:illing. Or, 
rather, he loves to see the ingenuity displayed in the process of 
the killing. For years he has made an intensive study of militaiy 
tactics and he has reenacted, together with his servant, Corporal 
Trim, the campaigns of the Duke of Marlborough in Italy and 
in Flanders. Daily he analj-zes these campaigns in the papers, 
and then he fights them all over again on the bowling green 
adjoining Shandy Hill. He cmploj's his pipes for guns, and smokes 
them into a furious display of artillery. Shot for shot, command 
for command, he duplicates tlic c-xploits of the Duke. “When 
Marlborough made a lodgement, my uncle Toby made a lodge- 
ment too . . . There could not have been a greater sight in the 
■world, than ... to have . . , observed the spirit rvith whidi 
m} unde Toby, with Trim bdiind him, sallied forth — tlie one 
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wth the Gazette in his hand, the other with a spade upon his 
shoulder — to execute the latest maneuver. What intense pleasure 
swimming in hLs eye as he stood over the corporal, reading the 
paragraph ten times over to him as he \vas at work, lest perad- 
venturc he should make tlie breach an inch too wide, — or leave 
it an inch too narrow. But when the breach \vas made, and the 
Corporal helped my uncle up to the charge, and followed him 
with the colours in his hand, to fix them upon the ramparts — 
Heaven! Earth! Sea! — what a triumph for Uncle Toby!” 

This is the family into which Tristram is bom — a bit of drift- 
ing capriciousness in a capricious and drifting world. For five 
volumes he wanders in a physical and mental and moral labyrinth 
of unreason and humor, leading us out of nowhere through in- 
finity and back into nowhere again, and proHding us on the 
journey ^s'ith the most unexpected absurdities and excitements 
and revelations and jojs. The author leads us just as madly as 
the pen leads him. \Vc pant as we follow this crazy carnival of 
masked characters as they ^vhi^I about without reason or rhyme, 
“each dragging his neighbor by the feet, head, coat, amidst the 
most promiscuous and unforeseen hubbub.” 

And when it is all over, we catch our breath and exclaim, 
“What a mad adventure! But what a hilarious madness!” 

V 

Laurence sterne intended to continue the madness in a number 
of sequels to Tristram Shandy. Having left his hero in mid-air, 
lie proposed later on to bring him down to the ground. In the 
meantime, he made a \Tsit to London and found himself the lion 
of the litcrar)’ world. Everybody paid homage to tlic “tall and 
hectic-looking preacher-poet of Yorkshire” in whom reverence 
a.nd ribaldry ivcrc so intimately wedded. Garrick and Lord Ches- 
terfield waited upon him. From morning till night his rooms were 
“full of die greatest company.” Every jest Avith ^vhich he sent his 
companions into gales of laughter was passed to the coffee houses 
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and through the nc^s’spapers to the world at large. Shand\Tsin, 
the ne^v “philosophy of nonsense,” became the fashion “of all the 
men and of most of the women” in that “tolerantly licentious” 
age. Shandy salads were sold at the food stores. Horses at the 
Irish S^veepstakes were entered as Tristram Shandy. Cosmetics, 
dothes and even card games ■were named after the book. 

And the fame of Shandyism spread across the channel. The 
French, unable to follow the weird language and the imorthodox 
punctuation of the book, kept asking one another, “Qtti Ic diabie 
est ce Chevalier Shandy?’^ 

At last, ha\’ing received his full measure of London adulation, 
and ha\ing arranged for Hogarth’s ‘Sritty chisel” to illustrate tlie 
ne.\t edition of TrislTam, Sterne made plans to sail for the ^vcl- 
come warmth of Southern France. For he could hear, through 
that thin blood of his, other voices calling him on and preparing 
for him a tvclcomc less agreeable. “He’s such a fine fcllotv,” said 
the doctors tvho c.xamined him. “Too bad he won’t last the 
tvintcr.” And the news passed around as rapidly as any of his 
jests. “He bleeds the bed full and lies speechless for dajs after 
he has made a public appearance. Voila man histohe!’’ 

He boards a ship at Dover, The passage is rough. He lies in 
his cabin. The ^v'ind seems to have him by the throat. “But, by 
Heaven, I tsill give death a merr)' chase yet. I will lead him a 
dance he little suspects. For I will gallop, wthout looking once 
bcliind me, to the banks of tlie Garonne; and if I hear him clat- 
tering at my heels, I’ll scamper away to Mount Vesuvius — and 
from thence to Joppa — and from Joppa to tlie world’s end. .'\nd 
there, if he follows me, I pray God he may breal: his neck!’’ 

Dcatli, howc^•cr, is patient. He will not be clicatcd of his game. 
Laurence Steme grows steadily worse. “Like a bale of cadaverous 
goods consigned to Pluto and Company, lying in tlie bottom of 
my chaise most of the route, upon a large pillow which I had the 
prc\'oyancc to purchase before I set out,” he enters Paris. 

And then, a sudden miracle. He rhes from his pillow and 
plunges into the social svhirl for a final frolic ^rilh life. 'iS'ithin 
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six %veek3 after his arrival in Paris,, he has “danced %\’ith one half 
of her godde^es.'' 

For a time, even death %vas nonplused. “Doubting of his com- 
mission, he turned a^ray from the door, saving as he went, in 
apology for his intrusion, ‘There must certainly be some mistake 
in this matter.' ” 

The French are amazed. “But he is marvelous, this Chevalier 
Shandy!” The Duke of Orleans asks him to sit for his famous 
collection of “eccentric men.” One hostess appropriates him on 
Thursdavs and invites “all those who are hungry and dry” to 
make a meal on his wit. Nothing is immune from this shandygaff 
wit of his. The queerest ideas arc forever nmning through his 
head. In Paris he preaches a few sermons “from the heart rather 
than from the head,” — yet he seems at all times to be “tottering 
on the verge of laughter, and ready to throw his periwig in the 
face of the audience.” ... “I laugh till I erv-,” he writes, “and 
I cry tiU I laugh.” 

Here, as in London, feminine bcautv- overpowers him. “This 
dcrgvtnan,” writes one observant Frenchman, “is in love with 
the whole female sex — and thereby he preserves his purity.” He 
thrills to the touch of a ladv's fingertips, loves to buckle her shoe, 
to sleep in the room next to hers at an inn. “It is all very innocent 
if you take it that way.” 

He is ovcrmastcringly absurd in his energies, ovcrmastcringly 
curious about the energies and the absurdides of others. He 
travels to the south of France on a mule beside his valet whom he 
has dressed in scarlet livery: he gives a macaroon to a donkey 
who had been munching an artichoke, in order to observe the 
change on the animal's face; he throws sous with a grand gesture 
to beggars who dutch at his jack boots; he rides miles out of his 
course just to cany on an interesting conversadon with friars he 
has met on the way; he enters a glove shop and holds the wrist 
of the “grissette” who sdls him the gloves — and when he has 
reached the twendeth count of her puhc’Dcat, a man enters. “It's 
only my husband,” she observes — and so he goes on to the for- 
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tieth beat . . . He stiminons a sentinel at the theater to thrust 
out of his stall a burly German soldier who has refused to move 
his head so that a dwarf behind him might sec the stage . . . 
“Are we not all d^\’arfs trying to get a vie^v of the stage to sec the 
meaning of the play? Are we not like ... a tear of pride stole 
in betwixt every two tears of humiliation?” 

And now he hears footsteps again. That “long-striding scoun- 
drel of a scare-sinner” is gaining quickly. Sterne hopes that the 
encounter ^\•ill take place at some lonely iim far from the concern 
of his wife and daughter and friends. And he hopes that when he 
enters the courtroom on the warrant that must come to all, his 
defense before the Great Prosecuting Attorney rvill not seem too 
impudent. Was there very' little holiness in his life? IVcll, there 
was very little hypocrisy, too. To the fates he had alwaj's prayed: 
“Give me the blessings of svisdom and religion if you will. But 
above aU, let me be man.” He had never pretended to be any- 
thing else. “By G ,” using one of Uncle Toby’s most horrible 

oaths, "]ust let me be man” 

“The Accusing Spirit, as he flew up to heaven’s chancery' with 
the charge, blush’d as he gave it in; and the Recording Angel, as 
he WTote it dorvn, dropp’d a tear upon the word, and blotted 
it out forever.” 
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Sir Walter Scott 

1771-1832 



In* the fall of 1777, ISIrs. Cockburn, a cousin of Walter Scott’s 
mother, spent an evening with the Scott family. The ne.xt morn- 
ing she wTotc tlic foIIo\%nng letter to her parish minister: 

. I last night supped \s-ith the Scotts. They have the most 
extraordinarj’ genius of a boy I ever sa^v. He was reading a poem 
to his motlicr when I ^^’ent in. I made him read on; it was the 
description of a shipweek. His passion rose with the storm. He 
lifted his eyes and hands. ‘There’s the mast gone,’ sa\-s he; ‘crash 
it goes ! — tlicy u-ill all perish !’ After his agitation, he turns to me. 
‘Tiiat is too melancholy,’ sajs he, ‘I had better read you some- 
thing more amusing.’ I preferred a little chat, and asked his 
opinion of Milton amd other books he was reading which he gave 
me wonderfully. One of his observations was, ‘Ho-is' strange it 
is that Adam, just new come into the Nvorld, should kno^^• every- 
thing!' . . . When taken to bed last night, he told his aunt he 
liked that lady. ‘What lady?" sa^-s she. ‘Why, Mrs. Cockbum; 
I think she is a \irtucso like myself.’ ‘Dear Walter,’ says Aunt 
Jenny, ‘^vhat is a N-irtuoso?' ‘Don't ye know? ^Vhy, it’s one who 
^^'^shcs and uall kno\v everything.’ ” 

And then Mrs. Cockbum came to the climax of the letter to 
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He eell IX LOTO wth a girl \vho refused to marr^’ him. and he 
married a girl who refused to love him. But she admired him 
for the solidity of his character, the gaiety of his heart and the 
greatness of his mind. Theiis was a marriage of lasting affection 
— blasting yet not too ardent — just the sort of temperate climate 
nectary for the healthy g^o^\th of his genius. 

He himself called his genius “a mere talent for scribbling." 
He dashed off a fcis' Scottish poems and made a number of trans- 
lations from the German. Though already twenty-eight at tlic 
time, he hadn’t the slightest ambition for a litcraiy career. By 
now he quite agreed with his father that “there’s no li\-ing in the 
flights of the fancy.” He ^NTote as an “avocation for the advo- 
cate’s spare time.” He ■was determined to make his career at the 
bar. He had been appointed Sheriff of Selkirkshire — a position 
which brought him a good income and consumed but a Hide of 
his time. It gave him plenty of freedom for his regular pracdcc 
in the courts. 

And plenty of dmc for his literary recreation. For s(rvcral years 
he had been collecting old Scottish Border Ballads. He no\v edited 
the collection and prepaiod it for publicadon — ^not, howc\'cr, for 
his own glory but for the benefit of a former schoolmate, die 
printer James Ballant)Tie. This man needed work to keep his 
printing business afloat and Scott offered the Border Ballads to 
a publisher on the sole condidon that the printing should be done 
at Ballant)-nc’s shop. 

And thus it ^s•as in the service of a friend that \Valtcr Scott 
entered upon his litcrarj’ career. 

The Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border — ^this was the tide of the 
collecdon — ^was not a financial success. And Scott hadn’t ex- 
pected it to be. “My literary pursuits,” he wrote, “arc more a 
matter of amusement than an object of emolument.’’ 

Nor did he expect his first original poem, The Ley of the Lest ' 
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pouring more and more of his earnings into it. He Avas plunging 
steadily toward a tragic fall. But it tvas a long while before he 
became aware of it. 

In the meantime he attended to his law practice which 
brought him a slender income, and he kept “dabbling” in poetry 
which netted him a substantial income. He uTOte Marmion, the 
hady of the Lake, and Ee\'eral minor poems. He took his literary 
honors tsith a shrug, and his literary' blous tsith a smil^ Once, 
when he heard about a disparagement of the Lady of tfie Lake, 
he burst into good-natured laughter. For the author of the dis- 
paragement was his otsTi child, Sophia, a young lady of thirteen. 
James Ballantyne, ha\'ing come across her in Scott’s h’brary 
shortly after the publication of the Lady, asked her ho^s' she liked 
the poem. “Her ans^^•er,” he reported to ^Valtcr Scott, “was given 
trith perfect simph’city: ‘Oh, I have not read it. Papa says there 
is nothing so bad for young people as reading bad poetry.’ ” 

Yet Scott’s poetry, tvhile far from great, tvas equally far from 
bad.' The proof of the pie is in the eating; and the cater need 
not be an educated man to appreciate a tasty tidbit- One day 
Scott tried the effect of the First Canto of the Lady of ike Lake 
— The Stag Hunt — on a farmer-friend, a man unlearned in book- 
lore, but an intelligent and passionate sportsman. “He placed his 
hand across his brow,” uiitcs Scott, “and listened ^rith great at- 
tention through the tvhole account of the stag hunt, till tlic dogs 
thro%v themselves into the lake to follow their master ... He 
then started up -vs-ith a sudden exclamation, struck his hand on 
the table, and declared, in a %x)icc of censure calculated for the 
occasion, that the dogs must have been totally ruined by being 
permitted to take the ^vatcr after such a severe chase.” 

To the iUitcratc farmer, as well as to the educated reader, the 
poem possessed the tang of life; and to thh day, in spue of its 
singsong cadences and its occasional prolixity, the Lady of the 
Lake is langful and alive. 

The success of the Lady of the Ijzkc was beyond expectation. 
It enriched not only the author, but cs'cry inn-kccpcr and coach- 
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man and ostler and gillie in the \'icinity of Loch Katrine. For, 
from every part of Britain and even from the continent, “cro%vds 
had set off to vic\v the sccncr>' of the poem made famous by the 
^Vizard of the North . , . and every house and inn in that 
neighborhood ^vas crammed %vith a succession of visitors!” 

Loch Katrine had become a shrine and the poem had become 
a gospel and a battle-cr>’. In 1 8 1 1 , \vhcn a company of soldiers 
was fighting under "Wellington in the Peninsula, their captain 
read aloud to them the description of the battle in the Sixth 
Canto. The soldiers lay flat on the ground and listened to the 
inspiring poctr)’ while artiller)' fire of the enemy ^vhizzcd over 
tlicir heads. Silent and rapt attention, save for “a Joyous huzza 
\vhcncvcr the French shot struck the bank close behind them.” 

Tlic sales of tlic poem kept mounting from edition to edition. 
The royalties enabled Scott to realize a lifelong dream — the build- 
ing of an estate in the countiy. And no\v, settled in this estate 
on the banks of the Tweed, the “laird of Abbotsford” opened 
the doors of his house and his heart to “all the people in the 
country, from the duke to the peasant.” "When his friends cau- 
tioned him against tlic extravagance of his good fcUoiv’ship, he 
reassured them that all his \nsitors “paid their score one way or 
another.” For everybody, however obscure, brought him the 
most precious of all gifts — a new friend. \The currency of friend' 
ship was to him pa>-mcnt enough for tlic merchandise of hospi- 
tality. 

He ^\•as growing gray now, as he ^\Totc to one of his inti- 
mates, “but I cannot find that tlic snow has cooled cither my 
brain or my heart.” Indeed, far from cooling his brain and his 
heart, the advancing years were to ivann them into nc\v flights 
of imagination. Having written poetry up to his middle life, he 
had succeeded in becoming a second-rate minstrel. .A.nd noiv he 
turned his attention to prose and became a first-rate poet. 
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V 

OxcE OR •ns7c:E in his earlier years, Walter Scott had tried his 
hand at a prose novel, only to give it up as something beyond 
his po^ver. In 1805 he had submitted Ec%-en chapters of V/avcrlcy 
to a friendly critic, William Erskine. “Throw them away,” his 
friend had blundy ad\ised him. “These chapters arc eloquent 
of the fact that you can’t ssTite fiction:” Scott had not thro^\^^ 
the chapters away but had laid them ^de. And now, in r8r3, 
he came upon them accidentally while searching for fishing taddc 
in a desk that had been stored away in the attic. He re-read the 
opening of the story and decided, “just for the fun of the thing,” 
to finish it. 

And thus, ^sithout kno^%ing it, IValter Scott had taken title 
to a gold mine. 

Yet e\-en after he had become aware of the prccticd value of 
his novels, he tvas not at all certain as to their artistic worth. He 
published them all anonjinously; for, as he explained toward the 
end of his life, he thought it undignified for a sherifl to become 
a ^mter of fiction. He dashed off his novels surreptitiously, as if 
he were indulging in some secret, shameful dee; and when they 
were finished, he ‘Svhistled them do%Mi the %\-ind” — to use his o\\'n 
expression — “and let them prc>' at fortune.” 

SVnd the ^rad, receiving the precious cai^o of his stories, ■vs-afted 
back, to him an equally precious cargo of gold and glor)'* But it 
was an impersonal glory. Occasionally a discerning critic would 
guess at the authorship of one of his novels. When Maria Edgc- 
■worth had finished reading H’’avcTlcy, she posted a letter to its 
“Unknown author — aut Scotus cut Dicbolus” (cither Scott or 
the Devil). But Scott neither affirmed nor denied his connection 
with the book. Once, when he sat at dinner with the Prince 
Regent of England, the Prince called for “a bumper ... to the 
Author of \Vavcr]c>',” and looked significantly at Scott. Tlic lat- 
ter filled his own glass to the bnm, and said, “Your Roval High- 
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nss bofe as if you thought I had souic claim to the honors of 
this toast. I have no such pretensions, but shall tahe good care 
that the real Simon Pure hears of the high compliment that has 
just been paid him.” 

His royalties no’.s- kept pouring into his coffers like a cataract, 
and Scott kept pouring them back into the bottomles sicvt of 
BaEantyne's printing business. And all this time he ivas tragically 
una-i'.'are of the fact that the business was going from bad to 
r-mne. He bought more and more land, in%-olved himself in a nct- 
'i'.'ork of mortgages, entertained his hosts of \'isitors, gave dinners 
and dances to the countryfolk on the la^vns of his estate, tramped 
(in spite of his lameness) over the hills and the %‘allc^'s, rode to 
the chase, created his stories (“When, in the name of heaven, 
does he Snd time for it unr”), re%'cled in his honors (including 
a baroneto*) , married off his children, ^^TOte more no'vxls, earned 
more money, plunged more deeply into BaHant^-ne’s disastrous 
iTnturcs — and then came the crash. BaHanUme was bankrupt, 
and Scott’s entire fortune ■vs-as wiped out. 

Tee blow -^N-as as rudden as it ^vas tragic. But it turned Scott 
from a good fellow into a great man. From now on he ^vas the 
bero of a stor^* more inspiring than any he had ^s-rittcn. His debts, 
as a result of BaIIant%-ne’s bankrupto", amounted to £117,000 
(nearly S 5 oo,ooo). His friends ad'i'iscd him to declare himself 
bankrupt. As a law-cr, he had frequently given similar adnee to 
his clients. But now he stubbornly refused to a-vail himself of this 
legal charmcl of escape. ‘'INo man,” he declared, “shall lose 
a penny by me,” \N'hcn the members of his family tried to cem- 
mlscratc with Mm, he shooed them out of the room. “I hate red 
c}TS and the blo-vsing of noses.” Stoically he set to work \%Titing, 
"i'-riung, '.«,Titing, in order to discharge “the entire debt.” He 
turned hiiruelf into a Ihung machine. One day two young men — 
Lockhart and Menmes — were dining at Mennts’ home. Suddenly 
Lockhart saw his friend staring uneasily through the ■ivindow. 

‘ANTat's the trouble?” asked Lockhart. “.*Vrc you^ unwell?” 

“Lso,” renlied hfenaes. “I shall be well enough presently, if 

[ ] 



LIVING BIOGRAPHIES OF FAIvIOUS NO\^LISTS 


you only let me sit -where you are . . . There is a con- 
founded hand in sight of me here . . . Ever since we sat do^s-n, 
I have been -watching it — it fascinates my eye — it nc\-er stops — 
page after page is finished and thro\s'n on the heap of manuscript 
and still it goes on unwearied — and so it ^\•ilI be till candles arc 
brought in, and God knows how long after that ... It is the 
same every night . . . Some stupid, dogged, engrossing clerk, 
probably . . .” 

No, not a dogged clerk, but Walter Scott paj-ing off his debt. 

He fell sick from overwork. But he met his sickness like a Stoic. 
“It is the brave man’s business to suffer and to -work on.” "When 
he was unable to sit up, he dictated his manuscript from his bed. 
There were times when he clenched his teeth in pain. But as soon 
as the spasm was over, he went on with his dictation. His wife 
died. He laid her a^vay — “the solitude is terrible” — and -is'cnt 
on wth his work. He WTote novels and poems and biographies; 
he paid off a quarter of his debt, half of it, three quarters. Under 
the strain of his axertion, his mind broke do^^‘n like his body. He 
fell into the error that he had paid off his entire debt — a blessed 
delusion. In his more lucid moments he wrote the description of 
a sick man — a character in one of his novek. It was really a 
description of himself ; “The cas>- chair filled -vrith cushions, the 
c.xtcnded limbs s^vathed in flannel, the wide ^s•rappi^g-gown and 
nightcap, sho-wed illness; but the dimmed eye, once so replete 
w-ith firing fire, the blabber lip, whose dilation and compression 
used to give such character to his animated countenance — the 
stammering tongue, that once poured forth such floods of ma.'^cu- 
line eloquence, and had often swayed the opinion of sages whom 
he addressed, — all these sad symptoms crinced that my friend 
was in the melancholy condition of those in ^vhom the principle 
of animal life has unfortunately suix-ivcd that of mental intelli- 
gence ...” 

Yet, in the intervak of his suffering, Scott’s mind ro^c to the 
completion of another novel — Robert of Peris. And Uicn he was 
ready to rest. “The plough is nearing the end of the furTov.-i;" 
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His friends sent him off on a Mediterranean cruise, in a frigate 
generously offered by the Admiralty, Among those who came to 
bid him Godspeed \vere lairds and ladies and one “common 
man” whom he admired above aU — ^WiUiam ^Vords^^•orth. On 
shipboard he started Uvo new novels — for in the twilight of hLs 
forgetfulness there were lightning flashes of urgency. “There's 
something I must do before I die.” One day he received news’s 
of Goethe’s death. He begged the captain to end the cruise. “At 
least Goethe died at home. Let us to Abbotsford.” 

He arrived on July 1 1, 1832. Though scarcely able to walk, he 
begged to be put into a chair at his desk. “Now give me my pen 
and leave me for a little to mj-self.” But when his daughter put 
the pen into his hand, his fingers could not close on it. 

They put him to bed. He lingered for two months, and then 
he closed his eyes in utter tranquillit)-. ‘'No sculptor ever modelled 
a more majestic figure in repose.” 

.•^nd no wonder he looked so peaceful. He had paid his full 
debt to his Creditor in Heaven. 
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Iinportant "Worlis b>' Balzac 


Louis Lambert 
The Wild Ass's Shin 
Jesus in Flanders 
Eugenic Grendet 
Droll Stories 

The Unhnoum }>lcstcT piece 
Pere Goriot 
The Peasants 


The Country Doctor 
■ Serephita 
The Atheist's Mass 
A Daughter of Eve 
CcuEn Bette 
Cousin Pons 
Vculnn (a draiaa) 

Pamela Ciraud (a draaaa) 



Honore de Balzac 

1799-1850 



'A 

A CHILD he played on a little red \'iolin for hours at a stretch. 
He made excruciating sounds on it — and he could not understand 
why people did not feel the beauty of his music. At school, in* 
stead of doing his lessons, he wrote a treatise on the human will. 
And he did not kno^v why the teacher destroyed it in a fuiy. His 
questioning eyes looked so intense that folks thought him dull 
tWth dreaming. But occasionally his mother was startled at the 
profound words that came from his lips. “Honore,” she exclaimed 
to the seven-year-old, “it is impossible that you can understand 
what you have just said !” Honore was his name because he had 
been bom on St. Honord’s Day. What a challenge for a boy to 
have been godfathered by a saint, and a saint of honor, too 1 
His father was a supply clerk for the army. He had much of 
"Montaigne, Rabelais and Uncle Tobj"” in him. He was an 
imaginative optimist tvho bequeathed to his son an estate of 
dreams, and nothing else. His high school teachers gave him up 
as a failure and abandoned him to his dream acres. “This fat 
little fellow goes around in a state of intellectual coma,” tlicy 
reported. ^Sjid Honore walked out of high school, down the 
streets, and haunted tire libraries for fantasies and facts. Like a 
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ghost he glided into the Sorbonne and listened unobserved to the 
lectures of the might)’. Neither Victor Cousin nor Guizot realized 
ho^v far and to tvhat regions their tvords on histor)’ and politics 
and philosophy were traveling. 

His mother, a ^s’oman of extraordinaiy shrewdness, called him 
back into this world and told him that he must study Ia\v. Father 
Balzac, tvho tvas no^v seventy-four, had been placed on tlic re- 
tired list. The family ^vas in straitened circumstances. The call to 
duty stopped Honore’s steps one day as he was taking his regular 
walk in the PCTC-Lachaise cemetciy — a favorite spot where he 
fed his deepest inspirations, weighed his mightiest tlioughts, 
launched his most ambitious plans. 

He came home and annotmeed to his family, “No law. I want 
to be a writer.” 

Au diable! His mother, who ts’as a genius in her o\ra way, 
thought of a plan to wake her son from his latest drfcam. She 
told him that he could not work at home, since the quarters •were 
too small. She hired an attic and furnished it ^vith the barest 
neccssides. She bestowed upon him this gift of discomfort in the 
hope that it might cure him of his “craz)’ ambition.” 

Honore blessed her. And when he sat dotsm amidst the filth 
and the vermin, he felt that he was sitting on the throne of his 
spiritual ancestors — ^thc starving kings of the pen. Ah, but it was 
heavenly to indulge himscK in this greatest of his dreams! 

A friend who came to see him has left us this record of his 
wit: “I entered a narrow garret furnished tvith a bottomless 
chair, a rickety table and a miserable pallet bed, with two dirty 
curtains half draum around it. On the table were an inkstand, 
a big copybook scribbled all over, a jug of lemonade, a glass, and 
a morsel of bread. The heat in tliis WTetched hole 'vas stifling, 
and one breathed a mephiuc air.” Balzac was in bed 'rith a cot- 
ton cap on his head. ‘tyVcIcomc, my friend, to tlic abode whidi 
I ha%’c not left except once for the last two montlis. During all 
this time I have not got up from my bed where I work at the 
great masterpiece.” 
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On the table lay a recently completed drama — the “master- 
piece” for which the author was luxuriating in so much filth. 
Balzac picked it up one day and came to read it to his family. 
No favorable response. He brought it to an authority on the 
drama at the Acadonie Frangaise. “Will you kindly examine this 
work, Monsieur, and tell me what I should do in the future.” 
Monsieur read the manuscript and replied, “In the future do 
an)’thmg but write.” Honorc merely shrugged his shoulders. 
“Tragedies, I guess, are not in my line.” 

But he went on composing in his garret. Unable to sadden the 
world, he decided to amuse the world. Having failed to ^vrite 
inspired tragedies, he would ^vrite perspired pot-boilers. Sensa- 
tional fiction for the pulp magazines. His head was teeming ^vith 
plots — and his heart and his purse w'ere empty. “I am hungry, 
Laure,” he wTote to his sister. “Will ever my two immense de-: 
sires be satisfied — to be famous and to be loved?” 

He ivorked at a -white fever, turning out stories after a set 
formula. He WTOte sixty pages a day. In three years, under vari- 
ous pseudonyms, he completed thirty-one volumes of adventure — 
and still he was neither loved nor famous. The royalties for his 
Work almost always took the form of notes payable in the future. 
And all his obligations, too, he promised to pay in the future. 
Somehow he never quite managed to get a grip upon the present. 
And as the bills kept constantly running ahead of his income, he 
felt that hemust turn out his dream-stories faster and ever faster. 

But finally it -was manifest to the dreamer that he must find 
another job. For pleasant dreams come only to wcU-fed stomachs 
wrapped in -warm clothing. He needed an income independent 
of hb %\Titing — a %veckly salary. But how? Well, he had a head 
full of schemes and he could launch plans — in hb conversation — 
that simply fascinated people. One of these plans was to become 
a publisher. He spoke of hb proposed venture Avith such vehement 
gestures and such eager enthusiasm that a -^vealthy businessman 
bought him a publbhing house. The house collapsed like a bub- 
ble. But the sponsor, who had lost seventy thousand francs in the 
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business, was still be\\’itched under the magic of Balzac’s elo- 
quence. He introduced Balzac to his brother, another -wealthy 
man, who transformed the publisher into a printer. 

The printing business, like the publishing business, went down 
under the guiding hand of Balzac. But his tongue retained its 
magical persuasion. He enticed his friends to buy him a type 
foimdiy. He guided it promptly into disaster, and his relatives 
came for\s'ard ^^ith sufficient funds to save him from bankruptcy 
and his family from disgrace. 

-He started a newspaper and dreamed it a^vay. And then he 
went back to his ^\•Titing -^nth a meny chuckle. No, indeed, he 
bore no malice against anybody. True, it was his evil destiny and 
the dishonesty of his associates — he felt 'con\-inced — that had 
tripped him up. Certainly he himself had ne%’er been in the -iVTong 
about anything. But why bother about such matters? He ^vas 
far too happy \\ith his dreams. A hundred thousand francs in 
debt before he was thirty'? Eh bicn! He hung his rooms in blue 
calico — the color dazzled him. And to his sister he %sTotc — it ^vas 
an effort to find money to post the letter — “Ah, Laurc, if you did 
but know how passionately I desire (but hushl keep the secret) 
two blue screens embroidered in black (silence, ever!)’’ Tor- 
mented, worn out? He could not get the screens out of his mind. 
“Alrvays the screens,” he murmured in his sleep. It yvas a fLved 
idea. ^V’hat if he had no bread in his stomach? He had something 
far more important — beauty in hb soul. At dinner time he would 
take a piece of chalk and draw upon hb table a circle to repre- 
sent a plate. And then he would smte do\\'n within tlib plate the 
name of hb favorite dbh. And thus he fasted and chewed and 
swallo\ved the most exotic dbhes that hb mind could conjure up. 
.\nd the salb'a would come to hb mouth, and tears of happiness 
would spring to hb eyes- 

Yct there were moments when despair clutclicd at hb heart. 
At dicsc moments it was only the love and the understanding of 
a woman considerably older than himself that kept him fro.m 
committing suicide. He had come to her in one of hb b!ad:cjt 
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moods. “Don’t console me. It is useless — I am a dead man.” But 
the moment she spoke a word of cheer — “By God, you arc right 1 
My genius will make me live.” 

• Meanwhile, on the tracks of Providence, his train was running 
on time. With all the silly confusion of his life, he was arriving 
at his destination. The absurd quantity of his fiction was shaping 
the quality of his intellect. Painfully, with the unpaid bills prick- 
ing him like sword-points, he acquired a profound knowledge of 
the world and a great sympathy for suffering. Out of the whirring 
energy of his ambition, out of the steam and the smoke and the 
siveat of his struggles, there arose the artist’s vision — “a vision as 
brief as life and death, deep as an abyss, great as the sound of the 
sea . . . Work calls, all the ovens arc heated, the ecstasy of con- 
ception conceals the subsequent distress. Such is tlie vision of the 
artist v.'ho is the humble instrument of a will apparently the freest, 
in reality a slave.” 

11 

Tales and novels came now from the press under his real name. 
Stories of the rising bourgeoisie — the shopkeepers, the bankers 
and the purse lifters — the civilization whose god was money and 
''hose soul was steairi. Balzac chortled %rith glee at the stir he 
made. “I have good news to tell you, little sister; the reviewers 
arc paring me better for my articles. He! he! — ^\’crdct tells me 
that my Country Doctor was sold out in eight da)-s. Ha! ha! — ^1 
have wherewith to make faces at the November and December 
bills that disturb you. Ho! ho! — There arc many millions in 
Eugenie Grandet!” And he dreamed of himself sitting in the 
Institute, in the Chamber of Peers, in the Ministry of the Gov- 
ernment. And why should not the authors and the dreamers steer 
the helm of the Government? “Arc not those who have made the 
tour of the world of ideas the most fitted to govern men? I should 
like to sec the fellow who would be astonished if I should receive 
a portfolio!” 

And then he looked at his bank book, and the rosy light faded 
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out of his drcamsl It seemed that the more he wrote, the greater 
his debts. This was a marvelous defiance of the laws of logic. He 
siuveyed the rooms that he had furnished upon the first indication 
that the winds were in his favor. Splendid books, antique chairs; 
carved tables, the finest works of art, Saxony porcelains, Chinese 
tapestries. And, harassed, he ^vent breathlessly back to his work. 
Toil in luxury for the Countess B . He wrote about tlie great- 

est scoundrels and the most audacious roues. He let loose the 
tainted odors of society with a fury as if he had let loose the 
seven ^vmds from the bag of Aeolus. And he sat and worked in a 
^vhite robe like a Dominican monk. He wore red morocco slippers 
bordered with gold, and he girdled his ample body ■with a gold 
Venetian chain from •svhich he had suspended a golden folding- 
stick, a gold knife, and a pair of golden scissors. And he drank 
copious draughts of steaming coffee to keep a^vakc. Writing ^vas 
a ceremony as solemn as a mass — commencing at two o’clock 
in the morning ■when the high priest roused himself from bed and 
took up his pen. By the light of four candles he peered into the 
unholy garbage from tlie Paris banquets — the leftovers' of love 
and scandal. At six in the morning he took his bath and drank 
several cups of coffee. Then he corrected the proofs for the 
printer. From nine in the morning until noon the boys hurried 
back from the printer to the writer, tiy ing to decipher the hastily- 
inserted pages, the crosses and the asterisks, and the arrows point- 
ing to\yard the newly improvised words until the proof sheets 
looked like the secret book of a medieval astrologer. 

Toil for luxury. An eye for beauty crv-stal clear, so clear that 
it cannot reflect the lights and the shadows of the women who 
concern his own happiness. A master of the history of the heart 
in his books, he is a fool for the merest woman in life. They arc 
an opaque luxury whose colors deceive him and do not allow 
his mind to peer through. He falls madly in love with a Marqiihc. 
“One evening L was evciyihlng to her, and tlic next morning J 
was nothing ... In tlic course of the night a woman — the 
woman whom I loved — had died.” Then a “foreign lady” who 
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lived a lonely life in a chateau in Poland, ha-ving nothing better 
to do. v,Tote him love letters ^^T^pped in mysticism. He met her 
secretly in Svdtzerland, exchanged kisses ^'dth her under the verv' 
nose of her husband, and gave eighteen years of his hope, his 
strength and his life to the unreciprocating countess beyond the 
A'lstula. 

‘"ASork, always v/ork. Heated nights succeed heated nights, 
da}s of meditation follow da\s of meditation : from execution to 
conception to execution." And it was just as easv' to buy a man- 
sion and to Ih'e a grandee's life as to write a story. ‘"I shall not 
live like a bourgeois while thinking like a demi-god.” Aha, here 
is a tiny pyramid of money, the basic food of life. And a few 
tveeks later, the pvTamid has melted av,-ay. One hundred and 
sevent}' thousand francs in debt by the time he is fort>'. Rapid 
figuring. The interest alone on that amount would come to six 
thousand francs a year. He looks at the gold cane he carries, 
drh.-cs in his tilbury- behind a high-stepping horse with a tiny pet 
tiger perched beside him. He writes a novel in three daj-s, com- 
pletes another in six tveeks with only eighty hours of sleep — an 
average of two hours a day — and then he falls into a fit of ex- 
haustion in the elegant garden of his mistress. 

'^N'hcn his no\-eIs failed to produce the necessary funds, he 
turned to the stage. He wrote a play in sixteen daj-s — and it ts-as 
refused. He then submitted the idea for another play, and the 
idea was accepted. Hurriedly he sent for Gautier. “Here yo-a arc 
at last, Theo/’ he cried impatiently when Gautier arrivxd. ‘Tou 
idler, dawdler, sloth! A'ou ought to have been here an hour ago! 
Tomorrow I am going to read to Hard a grand drama in five 
acts.” 

“And you w-ant to read it to me and hear my advice?" Gautier 
Seated himself and prepared for a long reading. 

“Tnc drama is not wriuen !” said Balzac rimp!y. 

“Good heavens! Well, then, you m-ar. pcstponc the reading 
before the producer for six weeks.” 

“xso, we must hurry to write the drama and to get die money. 
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I’ve a large debt to pay. Now listen, Thco. Here’s how I 
have figured it out. You ^viU write the first act; Ourliac vill write 
the second; Laurent, the third; de Belloy, the fourth; I, the fifth. 
I will then read the entire play to Hard tomorrow at twelve, as 
arranged.” 

“^Vell, then,” said Gautier, “relate the subject to me, c.\plain 
the plot, sketch out the characters in a few words, and I ^\•ill 
get to -work.” 

“Ah,” cried Balzac with a magnificent gesture, “if I have to 
relate the subject to you -we shall never finish!” 

However, the play was written. One of his friends gives us a 
vivid description of Balzac during rehearsal. “He was almost un- 
recognizable from worry and ovens’ork. His perplexities had be- 
come public property, and people used to wait at the door of the 
theater to see him rush into the street . . , wearing enormous 
shoes wth the leather tongues outside instead of inside his trou- 
sers. Everything he wore was many sizes too big for him, and it 
was covered wdth mud from the boulevards.” 

Shortly before the performance he -ssTOte: “I have gone 
through many miseries. But if I have a success, my miseries will 
be completdy over. Imagine what my anxiety ^\■ill be during the 
evening when Vautrin is being acted. In five hours’ time it will be 
decided ^vhcther I pay or do not pay my debts.” 

The play was not a success. The “villain” of the piece decided 
to act his part in comedy. When he took off his hat, he showed 
a ^sig dressed in the form of a pjTamid — a coiffure which was the 
exclusive prerogative of King Louis Philippe. The Duke of Or- 
leans left his box and stamped out of the theater. It was difficult 
to finish the performance for tlic roars and tlic hkscs and the 
cat-calls and even the threats of the audience. The official cemor 
immcdiatdy banned the play from the stage. 

But during that first performance Balzac was unperturbed. He 
svas fast asleep on a bench in the back of the theater, in the midst 
of another dream. 
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III 

Another fruitless dream, and a lo'w ebb in his fortune. He 
escapes from his debtors in ivoman’s clothes and masquerades in 
finer}'. He dodges in and out of garrets and countrv- estates, de- 
pending on the direction of the ts'ind. He steals into the houses 
of his friends, discusses morals and literature and love from five 
o’clock in the evening until five o’clock in the morning -svith 
George Sand, that other “great man” of the centur}- — and then 
a netv book. And new debts. 

’ He calls his publishers the t-ultures that cat the flesh of 
Prometheus. “Some day,” he writes to them, “and that day is 
not far off, you tvill have made your forttme out of me; our 
carriages avUI pass in the Bois; your enemies and mine burst 
'^'ith cnt*}'. Your friend, H. de B.” And then a microscopic hand 
in postscript, “Apropos, dear friend, I have nothing left, so I have 
raised 1500 francs from Rothschild and drawn a draft for that 
amount on you, due ten da}s after sight.” 

But he was still hopeful that some business scheme would put 
him on his feet and that he would be able to dream in luxury. 
He had read that the ancient Romans had exploited silver mines 
in Sardinia. He ^vas certain that there must be silver in those 
mines still to be exploited. He spoke to a merchant about this 
dtcor}', drew up a partnership wth him, and read in the papers 
one morning that his partner, in collaboration with a government 
agcnc}', -was exploiting the mines in Sardinia ^\•ithout him. 

But he held on to his hopeful dreams. Late one night he 
mvakened his two friends, Gautier and Sandau, and told them 
that there had come a voice to him in a trance and that this voice 
had given hirr i the location in which Toussaint L’Ouvcrture had 
buried a treasure. Unfortunately the plan remained academic. 
A’one of the \'agabond authors had the money to get to Haiti. 

But Balzac planned on. He went into business with his brother- 
in-law and dex-ised a s}'stem of inclined planes for railwa}'s. He 
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dreamed of building canak from Nantes to Orleans, of transport- 
ing oaks from Poland to France, of raising pineapples on an acre 
of city soil — ^if only he had a few thousand francs to begin •with. 
He collected the sayings of Napoleon and sold them for four 
thousand francs to a hatmaker who believed that they might help 
him to get an appointment into the Legion of Honor. And then he 
decided that he would acquire a monopoly of all the statuary, 
tapestries and p^tings of Europe and act as auctioneer to tlie 
•world. He would purchase the Apollo Belvedere, for instance, and 
let all the nations bid for it — oh, if only he could have a little 
country home! 

And then one day he comes into possession of a home of his 
o^^•n. But afraid that his creditors \vill multiply at the rumor of 
his afHucnce, he telk all the people who \’isit him, “Nothing of 
all this belongs to me, you understand; friends of mine live here. 
I am their sen'ant.” And the visitors look around at tlic house 
in amazement. “\Vho are the strange folk who live here and keep 
Honorc de Balzac as their scr\'ant?” For the rooms arc practically, 
bare of furniture. And the stucco walk, at regular intcr\’ak, carrj’ 
the most grandiose descriptions scrawled in a familiar hand — 
“Here is a veneering of Parian marble.” . . . “Here k a mantel- 
piece in Carrara marble.” On the ceiling — “Here k a painting 
by Eugene Delacroix.” And on the floor — “Here k the most ^^■on- 
dcrful mosaic fresco ever done by the hand of man.” 

And Balzac carries a gold cane with the following motto trans- 
lated from the Turkkh; “I am the conqueror of all difiicultics.” 

Supernatural messages come to him. Magnctkm haunts his 
mind. He believes that he k a polar person. He declares that svhen 
he has mastered a secret, he will be able to command every man 
to obey him and every woman to love him. . 

And so he dreams a thousand droll stories and probes into 
the human passions and weaves lik fantastic way from earth to 
heaven over a rainbow of arabesques. Though by accident of 
birth he k descended from day laborers, he looks upon himself 
as a member of the one true nobility — a royal brother to Haroun- 
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al-Rasdudj the Prince of the spinners of plots and the entertainers 
of men. 

And what a ^v•ealth of beauty in the spinning of his talcs! He 
is unafraid of the charge of too much color. Even Hce, he de- 
clares. is only the desire to know everything. He will tie his destiny 
to Faust and Paracelsus. He suffers no red illusions about the 
tvorld. At the moment of his highest ecstas)’ he will die like 
a gorgeous insect splendidly adorned for a love festival — and 
crushed imder the foot of a passer-by. “^STiy then all this puny 
struing after tinsel?” you 'vvill ask. By heaven, it is not the tinsel 
that we care for. BaJaac told his soul in secret — ^few of his mil- 
lions of friends had heard him whisper it — “I have no dread of 
poverty-. If disgrace and contempt ^>.■e^e not a beggar’s lot, I 
would beg, to be enabled to solve in peace the problems that fill 
my mind. At times I grasp the unh'erse of thought, I knead it, I 
mould it, I pierce it, I comprehend it . . . But the man ^v•ho 
secs two centuries ahead of him dies on the scaffold . . . That 
is why I have my gardens and my business schemes, to lull, to 
cheat the evil spirit that would erect the scaffold for a man in 
rsgs ... By God, I shall shout the truth e\'cn in my silence. Let 
^e angek build hospitak for suffering souls. But until they do, 

I shall build them a palace of dreams . . 

IV 

A YOUNG DREAMER of thirty-odd years, he conceived the stu- 
pendous plan of writing a cycle of no\’cls and fusing them into 
so endre Human Comedy of manners. He rushed over to his 
^tcr’s house — as alwa'^s "when a great dream possessed him — and 
he entered like a drum major, imitating the booming of martial 
J’^usic and the rolling of the drum. And then he cried out, "Ma 
(etUc, congratulate me!” 

And he went about his business htnnming tunes, tapping 
friends on the shoulder, plaring the happy buffoon, as the plan 
of his epic venture slowly germinated into actual completion. 
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Exalted, depressed, pompous or penniless, a most unstable fellow 
in practical matters, he never s\vcrved throughout twenty years 
from his task. Other novelists wrote one or two or ten books — 
momentary outpourings of their art when the mood seized them. 
But tvhat novelist had ever conceived of ^vriting ninety-six books, 
each to ser\'e as a single stroke of the brush in a consecutive pic- 
ture of life? The Human Comedy of the Earth — a worthy com- 
panion-piece to Dante’s Divine Comedy of Hea%’en. 

But Balzac did something more than to write a mere compan- 
ion-piece to Dante’s poem. He was an artist Imng in an environ- 
ment of modem science and not in an atmosphere of medieval 
faith. He planned to do for the kingdom of men what Buflon 
had done for the kingdom of animals — to write an exhaustive 
document on the comparative moral anatomy of the human 
species. And why not? Animals had been catalogued and speci- 
fied according to types, “Soldiers, workmen, scholars, statesmen, 
merchants, seamen, poets, beggars, priests arc types as distinct 
from one another as ts-olves, lions, ravens, \’nlturcs, and sharks.” 
For the motives that guide the tvorld of man, reasoned Honord 
de Balzac, arc the passions of animals — particularly the passion 
of self interest. ^‘Politeness merely adorns man, and hypocris)' dis- 
guises him . . . The animal persists in man Avith tJiis diflfcrcncc 
— that the mind of man being vaster, his wants and his perils 
arc greater.” 

And thus he constructed in the museum of natural human his- 
tory a panorama of hopes and desires and ambitions and struggles 
and rivalries and loves and hatreds and flatteries and fears — an ex- 
haustive picture of all the inhumanity of the human race under 
the reign of Napoleon I and of Louis Philippe. Balzac w.ts a great 
admirer of the Little Corsican. He often liked to compare him.'df 
to him. “This man is the soldier with tlic s\vord, and I am the 
soldier with the pen . . . Yet 7 shall succeed where Napoleon 
failed. For I shall conquer the world.” 

And the Human Comedy did conquer the world. It brought 
to the fore a nctv %s’orld ^vith a new standard — the standard of 





BALZAC 


the bourgeoisie. Nevv men. nw occupations, new hopes and a 
new faith. The faith in the common man. The religion of Democ- 
rac>'. The miner in his gas mask, the laborer in his hca\y culottes, 
the little shopkeeper behind his coimter — these were the heroes 
of the new literature, the nc\s' order, the nc^v life. Aeschylus and 
Shakespeare and Corneille had ivTitten dramas about noblemen 
and kings. And now Balzac issued his challenge to the readers 
of these dramas : “My bourgeoisie novels arc more tragical than 
your tragic plays.” 

Like Shakespeare, Balzac paints every variety of human char- 
acter — the shadows as tvcil as the lights. And, like Shakespeare, 
he remains imcontaminated by the mental diseases and the moral 
degradations that he has elected to describe. He paints the decline 
and fall of the nobility and the emergence of the bourgeoisie — ^the 
banker, the fortune hunter, the paivcnu. His novels arc an epic ‘ 
of sordid lust — an overpowering thirst for material success. He is 
the poet-laureate of the capitalistic urge. Money is the only yard- 
stick to human worth. It is the lifeblood that fio^^■s in the veins 
of his characters. It supplies the oxygen to their lungs, the food 
to their brains, the gospel to their hearts. The clink of gold is 
their music, their poetry, their philosophy, their rchgion, their 
life. It is the stuff their dreams arc made of. Under its magic spell 
thev create beauty and perpetrate crimes. The Stock Exchange 
is the arena for heroic battles and infamous treacheries. Money 
breeds, coin attracts coin, a fivc-franc note is jealous of a ten- 
franc note and struggles to increase. Money is the cosmic force 
that rules tiic earth. It is the Prospero and the Caliban, the God 
and the Dc\-il who shake the world betis-ccn them. 

iVnd Balzac stalks into the parlors and the counting rooms, and 
tears away the veils of hypocrisy from his characters and lays bare 
their souls. But he scorns to judge them. For how could he judge? 
Man clasiScs aU thinp by abstractions — good, e%-n, vinuc, rice 
— tvords that have a different meaning for different people. The 
justice of man h blind. “God alone in His justice sees.” .And what 
of this foolish earth of ours? “Docs it exist in a vr.:verse of folly?” 
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To this question, Balzac gives a negative answer. The universe 
does move toward a logical end, and that end cannot be a socict)’ 
constituted like ours. A frightful void lies bctivcen us and heaven, 
hlan is not a finished creation; if he ts'ere, God would not be. 
And yet from all this, “from the spectacle of our society — a so- 
ciety within •which philanthropy is a magnificent error, and prog- 
ress a meaningless cry , — I gained a confirmation of the truth — 
that life lies within us and not without us; that to rise above our 
fellows for the purpose of commanding them is only to magnify 
the career of a schoolmaster; and that men who arc strong 
enough to lift themselves to the level at ■which they can enjoy 
the sight of heaven, ought not to turn their gaze upon their feet.” 

With this philosophy in mind, Balzac diiidcd the people of the 
world not into heroes and \illains, good men and bad, but into 
doers, thinkers and seers. At the lowest le\'cl arc the men of action 
— ^the fighters, the merchants, the money-changers, the captains 
of hustle and push. Nc.xt come the men of thought — the scientists, 
the scholars, the philosophers, the teachers, the guides. Finally 
come the men of •vision — ^thc poets, the artists, the musicians, the 
prophets, the sa\-iors of the -world. It is the destiny of man, bc- 
lie\’ed Balzac, to rise from action through abstraction to sight. 
And then, •when the final stage is reached, the material flesh 
of man will return to its dhinc origin — ^thc spiritual -svorld of 
^jod ... 

Balzac nc^•c^ completed his grandiose plan. He was an artist 
rather than an artisan; and it is the artisan alone who can c^•cr 
complete his task. Every novel in the Human Comedy was writ- 
ten in an agony of toil. His style was obscure. The fires of his 
inspiration were often darkened with the smoke of a hcasy phrase- 
ology. But to lire end of his life he struggled sdth the burden of his 
creation, and he left a monument all the more magnificent for 
its unfinished strength. 
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V 

Akd then, as he approached fifty, Destiny \s'rotc the final chap- 
ter to the Human Comedy of his owm life. Tlic Countess Hanska, 
AS’ith whom he had exchanged clandestine kisses for eighteen 
years, lost her husband. At last she could be his. “I will not be 
a farthing in debt, my dear,” he wrote to her in a delirium of 
delight. “I will have five hundred thousand francs in commis- 
sions, not counting the returns from the Human Comedy, which 
wU amount to that much more. Thus, beautiful lady, you will be 
many'ing a million or more, if I do not die.” 

He took a home and bought china^varc, carpets, damasks, 
medallions, clocks, pictures and chandeliers — all ready to be un- 
packed on the eve of their marriage. It was to be their honey- 
moon home, a lordly pleasure-house awaiting its queen. 

But Madame Hanska had long wearied of Honorc dc Balzac. 
By now she was completely indifferent to the genius that had 
been her plaything in idle moments. For five years longer she 
resisted him. And tlicn, worn out by his siege, she married him. 
“I am at the summit of my happiness,” ^^TOtc Balzac to his sister. 
“I am at the climax of my dream.” 

And then he a\vokc. The woman of his dream was middle- 
aged. Her arms and legs \vcrc s^vollcn with gout. Often she Avas 
unable to >valk. 

Yet she felt in no ^^^sc inferior to her Prince Charming. She 
and her doctors had their secret. Balzac was a d>ing man. In the 
month of May, the month of life and love, Victor Hugo \'isitcd 
his fellow author and noted succinctly, “Married, rich, — and al- 
most dead.” 

Tlie sheer exhaustion of his energy — an energy unparalleled 
in the history of literature — had at last broken the sturdy body. 
His eyesight had been the first to go. And then his heart broke 
down. And gangrene settled in his leg. 

The final month, ensconced in a magnificent house, l>-ing on 
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a sofa covered wth red and gold brocade, his face purple with 
pain, his legs rotting away. Yet his head was still a volcano of 
projects. “He fell in love with visions and then deserted them for 
still more beautiful visions.” 

On the last day, Victor Hugo came to pay his respects. He 
entered the house of the fabulous little man and tried to read the 
secret of life in the dying face. But all he saw ^vas death and 
decay. “There was a colossal bust of the author in the salon. The 
bust of the marble ivas like the ghost of the man ■\vho ^v•as to die 
... As I approached the bed I sa^v his profile. It was like that of 
Napoleon. An old sick-nurse and a servant of the house stood 
on either side of the bed. I lifted the counterpane, and took 
the hand of Balzac, The muse said to me, ‘He •ivill die about 
da\vn.’ ” 

He died at night. It mtist have been night over France, for the 
people took scarce notice of his passing. But even in the daytime 
of his life they had given him no glory. When he had applied for 
membership in the French Academy of letters, the pompous 
gendemen slanuncd the door in the “face of the down.” 

“Glory,” Balzac had observed, “is the sunlight of the dead.” 
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Important 

Christine (a drama) 

Henry III (a drama) 

Antony (a drama) 

The Three Musketeers 
Twenty 2'ears After 


Works by Dumas 

The Count of Monte Cristo 
The Queen Marmot 
Chicot the Jester 
The Forty-five 
The Prussian Terror 
The Black Tulip 



Alexandre Dumas, Fere 

1802-1870 



j/^LEXrVXDRE iva5 four years old •when his father died. As his 
mother walked out of the death chamber, she sa^v the little 
fellow climbing up the steps and dragging a hca\'y rifle after him. 

‘ASTicrc arc you going, cliild?” 

“I am going to heaven.” 

“Good gracious, what for?” 

“To fight a duel with God for killing my father.” 

Like his Tlircc Musketeers, Alexandre \v'as from his earliest 
childhood an impetuous fighter against insuperable odds. 

II 

He came of a stock of adventurers and fighters. His grand- 
father, the aristocratic Da\y dc la Paillctcric, follo\sxd the call 
of the blood and set sail from Normandy for the island of San 
Domingo. Here he lived like an Emperor Jones, surrounded by 
a host of black slaves. One of these slaves, Louise Dumas, bore 
him a mulatto son to ^s•hom he gave the name Tliomas- Alexandre. 

This son of D.a\y dc la Paillctcric inherited the effervescence 
of his father. “I want to enlist in the army.” 
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“\^ery Avell,” said his father. “But you must enlist under your 
mother’s name. Fd be disgraced if a mulatto soldier bore the 
noble name of Da\y dc la Pailletcrie.” 

And so Thomas-Alexandre joined the French army (1793) 
under the name of Dumas, and wthin sc\'en years he rose from 
the rank of private to that of general. A peculiar, courageous, 
tender, thoughtful, lorable fighting man — ^this mulatto aristocrat 
^v■ith the black skin and the chestnut hair. He stormed the Pjt- 
enees, he took t^vo thousand prisoners, he defended a bridge 
angle-handed ag ains t a regiment of Austrians, he fought ahvaj-s 
in the front rank of his di\-ision — and once, after a battle, he 
fainted dead a^vay. “Arc you wounded. General?” asked his aide- 
de-camp when Dumas opened his eyes. 

“No, but I have lolled so many ... so many . . .” 

He fought under Napoleon as a fiery- republican, and a fiery 
republican he remained when Napoleon assumed the dictatorship. 
He was dismissed from the army in disgrace. 

In the meantime he had married and had become the father 
of a strapping man-child — nine pounds in weight and eighteen 
inches in length. .And — “thank God!” exclaimed the mother — 
the child was bom tvhitc. Pink skin, fight hair, blue eyes. The 
only e\-idencc of his mulatto descent was a thickness about the 
lips. 

They named the child .Alexandre. 

And the child, from earliest infancy, grecs' strong in body and 
in mind and in tlic spirit of rebellion. “That -wicked man (Na- 
poleon) has disgraced my father. I shall fight all my life against 
wcked men.” 


HI 

His motker tried to make a scholar out of him; but he hated 
learning. Then she tried to turn him into a violinist; but he hated 
music. Finally she tried to interest him in die priesthood; but he 
ran away from his home and for several dav-s lived in the vs-oods. 
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His mother gave up in despair. “The only thing he can do is 
%'.Titc a good hand. But any idiot can do that.” 

But .Alexandre v;as far from an idiot. He had a quick eye, an 
open mind, and a heart that embraced the world. Though averse 
to book learning, he ^%•as rapidly learning to read the kaleidoscope 
of current events. And the greatest events were afoot in those 
stirring da^s. In June, 1815, .Alexandre saw a carriage dashing 
tlirough the main street of Villers-Cottercts. Behind the curtain 
he glimpsed the outline of a man — firm, straight, determined. 
“It’s Napoleon, speeding on to Waterloo.” .A few da\-s later, he 
saw the sa.me carriage dashing through the street in the opposite 
direction. Behind the curtain, the outline of the same figure — 
dejected, slumped in his cushions, crushed. “Napoleon, rtmning 
away from Waterloo.” 

After the defeat of Napoleon, .Alexandre’s mother tried to 
recoup her fortune and her place. She offered her son the choice 
between adopting the old aristocratic name de la Paillcterie, or 
retaining the obscure and humble name Dumas. 

“I shall remain .Mexandre Dumas,” said the young rebel. 

But what was .Alexandre Dumas, the grandson of a black slave, 
to do for a IKing? His neat handwriting provided the anstver to 
the problem. He became a “copy clerk” at the ofiicc of Maitre 
Mennesson, a ITocral notary and friend of the Dumas family. 

.At this office the long-legged youngster of sixteen did more 
reading than ^^■riting — much to the vexation of his employer. He 
went through \''oltairc and many of the other writers ^vho had 
fanned un the flames of the re\'oIution. 

But just now he was interested in a flame of a different sort. 
He had suddenly discovered the scduaivencss of hh tall graceful 
figure and his dazzling ^^■hitc smile. .And he proceeded to seduce 
Adcic Dahin. a young girl of the to^%'n. 

^^T^cn his campaign the young lady proved all-too-casily 
successful, he began to cultivate his new talent assiduously. He 
b-ccamc the Don Juan of Mllcrs-Cottcrcts. 

rVnd then, a nc-.v a.mbition. If he was destined to cut a brilliant 
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figure in the ^vorld, ^vhy waste his talents on a little provincial 
town? 'Why not go to Paris? 

But how? His mother was too poor, and his orra earnings ^s’crc 
too meager for the luxur)' of a trip to Paris. 

Yet for Alexandre’s ^vill there was always a way. In his idle 
hours he had become an axpert billiard player. One evening at 
the tavern he challenged everybody to a game of skill at the 
billiard table — and left home with his pockets full of the necessary 
funds for the trip. 

When he arrived in Paris, he made his way to the Thdatrc 
Frangais and into the dressing-room of the great tragic actor, 
Talma. There was no stopping this streak of lightning in human 
form. 

The old actor rvas delighted rvith the spirit of the young ad- 
venturer. “^Vhat, my friend, is your business?” 

“I’m a notary’s clerk, sir. But I’d like to be a \mtcr.” 

“IVhy not? Corneille too, you know, began as a notaiy’s clerk.” 

“Thank you, sir. And please, sir, would you mind touching my 
forehead for good luck?” 

“Not at all,” laughed the actor. And placing his hand upon 
Alexandre’s forehead, he said: “I hereby baptize thee poet, in 
the name of Shakespeare, Corneille, and Schiller.” 

The actor had spoken these words more in banter than in 
seriousness. But to Dumas it was no bantering matter. Poet in 
the name of Shakespeare, Corneille, and Schiller? Parblcu, but 
he would make the prophecy come true ! “I’ll prove it to Talma 
and to all tlie rest of the world. And right away!” 

He Avent home and sat dor\Ti to a dramatization of Scott’s 
novel, Ivanhoc. 

IV 

He could itod no producer for Ivanhoc. Nor for his next play, 
nor his next. But he kept on hoping, and philandering, and be- 
getting illegitimate children, and writing pla>-s and stories, and 
trying again and again and yet again to force his talents upon 
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the attention of a stubborn world. ^Vhcnc\’cr a producer or an 
editor refused to see him, he merely smiled at the secretary and 
said, “Thank you, Mademoiselle, Fm not easily discouraged. I 
shall come again.” 

And finally his smiling persistence gave him his chance. One of 
his pla\s. Queen Christina of Sweden, was accepted for produc- 
tion at the Theatre Frangais. The cast ^v•as selected, the rehearsals 
\vcre under way, and the young play%v-right was definitely headed 
in tlic direction of success — when suddenly he thre^v a^vay his 
chance. He did this out of an impulse of generosity. Another 
play\sTight — an old man who all his life had tried unsuccessfully 
to reach the footlights — had just %mttcn, like Dumas, a drama 
on the Swedish queen. “Let the poor fellow have his fling,” said 
Dumas, “before he makes his earthly c.xit.” And he gallandy 
■withdrew his own play in favor of the other. 

And then he proceeded to write a new play, Henry III, and 
secured a producer and ^v•aited feverishly for the opening per- 
formance. 

The night of Fcbruar\- 1 1, 1828. Dumas begins to dress himself 
for the theater. He has laid out all his clothes in advance. “Hurry, 
I mustn’t be late!” He puts on his shoes, his trousers, his shirt — 
and suddenly discovers that he has forgotten to buy a collar. He 
snatches a pair of scissors, and cuts a collar out of cardboard. 

And then the cardboard caralicr rushes to the theater and 
looks through the hole in the curtain. The house is packed to 
the doors! 

Tire performance was a triumph. The tumult of applause at 
the final curtain turned into a delirium of frenzy when the author 
appeared, “his head uplifted so high that his disordered mop of 
hair tlircatcncd to take fire from the stars.” The mulatto with 
the paper collar had become the new king of the Parisian stage. 

And Dumas entered into his kingdom as if bom to the purple. 
He bestowed his smiles and accepted his honors and drank tlic 
sweet air of success like “a youth who is feeling the coming of 
da\\‘n.” New plajs, nc^^• triumphs, new mistresses. 

[jsg] 
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And then — a new adventure. The ^vTite^ became a fighter. 
Charles X had issued an edict suspending the freedom of the 
press. The Parisian intelligentsia revolted against the edict, and 
Dumas joined the revolt. 

In this rebellion Dumas did much more shouting than shooting. 
His own part in the fighting was like that of “the fly on the coach- 
wheel.” But he managed to get his face smeared wth perspiration 
and powder, and to carry off the major proportion of the ap- 
plause. “M. Dumas,” exclaimed Lafayette as he embraced him, 
“you have just achieved your finest drama.” 

Dumas thanked Lafayette for the compliment, and offered his 
services as an organizer of the French peasantry. Lafayette ac- 
cepted the offer. Dumas arrayed himself in a blaring uniform — 
he had an African weakness for tinsel — lacquered boots, trousers 
of king’s blue, scarlet coat ^vith silver epaulettes, and shako with 
^vaving red plumes and a tri-colored cockade. He then set out 
with an adjutant — a counterfeiter whom he had saved from the 
galle>s — and harangued the peasants and amused them and 
failed dismally in his effort to organize them. 

The revolution was a fiasco. The rebels had merely succeeded 
in replacing a bad king ■with a worse king. Dumas reluctantly 
turned away from his political failure to his literar)’ success. He 
wrote a play — Antony — with a new twist to the eternal triangle, 
and all Paris flocked to revel in its “indecent and dramatic in- 
tensity.” In the enthusiasm of the first night, the ladies tore away 
the skirts of his coat. “Mon dicu, what a daring young dramatist ! 
And what a delightful young man !” 

And the daring, delightful mulatto with the gaudy waistcoat 
and the flashing teeth continued to ride the whirhvind of his 
destiny. The birth of a child, the desertion of a mistress, an attack 
of cholera, another successful play, another abortive revolution, 
a flight to S^^'itzc^land to escape arrest .as “a dangerous republi- 
can” — and then, a sudden ambition to enter the priesthood. 
“Why not? I, the creator of the new dram.a, vill become the 
founder of a new order.” 
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But he gave up the idea almost as soon as he had conceived it. 
He was too volcanic by far for the quietude of the cloister. The 
pleasures of the earth were too savory to be replaced by the 
promises of heaven. “I had rather remain a pagan and pay the 
price.” 

And a pagan he remained to the end of his days. He amused 
the menfolk and seduced their wives and produced his plajs and 
covered himself ^\ith “glory and glass beads” and faced his suc- 
cesses and his setbacks with a good-natured nonchalance. He met 
his praises with a shrug and his insults with a smile. 

Yet occasionally, tvhen an insult was too venomous, he sea- 
soned his smile with a salty retort. One day a surly young noble- 
man boasted of his ancestry in the presence of Dumas. And then 
he turned to Dumas and asked pointedly, “Tell me now about 
your ancestors.” 

“My father,” replied Dumas, “was a creole, my grandfather 
was a Negro, and my great-grandfather was a monkey, hly 
family, it seems, began •where yours leaves off.” 

On another occasion he met Balzac, his embittered rival, at 
a litcrar)’ salon. Balzac, in an effort to clip the wings of the suc- 
cessful young pla)"vsTight, remarked, “When my talent is used up, 
I shall ■svritc plaj-s.” 

“Better begin at once, then,” snapped Dumas. 

V 

O.v FEBRUARY 6, 1 832, a “talented young girl” from the Mont- 
parnasse, Ida Ferricr, made her debut in .Alexandre’s latest play, 
Teresa. .After the ovation at the final curtain, the actress (lung 
herself into his arms. “M. Dumas, you have made my reputation. 
How can I c\-er repay you?” 

' “Easily enough,” he said, flashing his irresistible smile upon 
her . . . 

For se\-cral years she kept repaving him for his kindness — but 
not in legal tender. And then, to everybody’s surprise, they were 
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married. “Dumas resigned to a domestic life — the lightning con- 
tented to be chained!” 

■ But the chains hung loosely upon his impetuous strength. 
Again and again he left his fireside for adventures abroad. And 
he allowed his ’ivife generously to seek for her o\sti adventures at 
home. “Live and let live,” was his motto. 

Always searching for new excitements, new amours, ne^v ap- 
plause. The triumphs of the theater had begun to pall upon him. 
The fires of rebellion had died do\\'n throughout the ^s•orld. His 
quicksilver energj’ must find a fresh channel. But ^v•herc? And 
how? 

Ah, he had it ! Historical fiction. He w’ould stir the dead past 
back into tumultuous life. IValter Scott, the King of Romance, 
^vas dead. Long live the new King, Alexandre Dumas! 

Feverishly he set to work on his first historical romance — The 
Three Musketeers. To help him with his historical research, he 
engaged the sei^accs of Auguste Maquet — a scholar ^^•ith a flair 
for plonvcaving. As for himself, he cared little for the dead facts 
but he cared a great deal for the living truths of histor)’. “It is 
permissible to violate history,” he said, “on condition that you 
have a child by her.)^ 

Tirelessly he ^vorked at his novel — from seven in tlic morning 
until seven at night — his sleeveless shirt unfastened at the tliroat, 
his noonday lunch remaining often untouched at his side. If a 
visitor happened to drop in during his working hours, he waved 
a greeting with his left hand and Avent on ^vriting %vith the other. 

He worked ahvays at high tension. But it ■was the tension ol 
a man at play. He lived with his characters, he talked to them, 
-he jested -with them. One day an English %dsitor heard an out- 
burst of laughter issuing from Dumas’ workroom. “I shall ^sait 
until your master is alone,” said the visitor to the Ecr\-ant. 

“But my master is alone,” replied the servant. “He is merely 
enjo)'ing a bon mot that he has heard from one of his diaracters.” 

He lived with his characters by day and with his cronies by 
night. And ^vhc^ people asked him ho\v' he managed to feel so 
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fresh after his daily grind, he replied that his daily output was 
no grind at all. “I don’t produce my stories. The stories produce 
themselves within me.” 

“But how?” 

“I don't know. Ask a plum tree how it produces plums.” 

He had that rare m'v'sterious gift for creation. And that even 
rarer mysterious gift for friendship. -At all times he kept open 
house and open heart. The Dumas “lunch hour” lasted from half 
past eleven to half past four. .Always there ^^•erc ne%v guests ar- 
riving, and always the sonants had to run out to the butcher for 
more cutlets. On the days when Dumas was able to relax from 
his work, he mingled freely among his guests — many of whom 
were uninrited but none the less welcome. “^Vill you be kind 
enough,” asked a friend, “to introduce me to that gentleman 
over there?” “Sorry I can’t do it,” replied Dumas. “I haven’t 
been introduced myself.” 

His generosity %vas like a bottomless sieve into tvhich he kept 
pouring a^vay all his earnings. He was forc%’cr in debt. The bailiff 
had become the most familiar of his \Tsitors. Once a friend asked 
him for his contribution to help bury a poor dc%il of a fellow 
who had just died. Dumas took fifteen francs out of his pocket. 
“-And who,” he asked, “is this poor dead man?” 

“A bailiff.” 

“So you’re burying a bailiff I” cried Dumas. “Here’s another 
fifteen francs — bury two of them.” 


Y1 

While Dumas’ pockets were running empty, his fame kept 
rising from height to height. From the turning of history into 
fiction, he now advanced to the turning of fiction into history. 
His J.for.lc Cristo — a book on which he again collaborated %rith 
Maquet — is a texture of pure romance. Yet so ririd arc the char- 
acters that to this day the guides at Marseilles point out to the 
■visitor the houses of Mercedes and of Morel, and the ccHs of 
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Edmond Dantes and of the Abbe Faria at the Chateau d’lf. Out 
of clouds and v-apors, Dumas created solid habitations and Ihing 
men. 

Yet it ^vas not the purpose of Dumas to create. He wanted 
merely to entertain. An author’s business, he said, is to ivrilc joy- 
fully in order that his readers may live jo}iully. “What’s any an 
worth that doesn’t make people gay?” He pretended to be neither 
a poet nor a scholar. His sole aim was to be an expert teller of 
tales. ‘Wou Amte about e\’ents that you have nc\'er studied,” 
observed a captious critic. WTiereupon Dumas retorted: “If I " 
had studied events, when should I have found time to write?” 

He allowed Maquet and his other assistants — ^his enemies ac- 
cused him of running a regular “fiction factory” — ^to supply him 
with the sterile facts. And then he took these facts and blew into 
them the fire of imagination, and the breath of life. 

And so he sat in his ^s•orkroom until the c\’cning of his career, 
“like the Arabian story-teller who prolongs the \igil of his tribe 
.xmder the starry sky of the desert,” And torvard the end of the 
\igil the cup of his success grew somcnvhat acrid ^rith the bitter- 
ness, of envy. Yet in the very bitterness there was a mixture of 
pride. For the object of his envy was his omr son. .Alexandre 
Dumas fUs had written a story — The Lady of the Camellias, 
known on the stage as Camille — ^whosc popularity outrivaled the 
popularity of any of the stories of .Alexandre Dumas ficre. The 
father and the son tried to outdo one another, and taunted one 
another, and loved one another to the point of adoration. “I have 
raised a child,” said Dumas pare jocosely, “who has turned out 
to be a serpent.” “And I,” rejoined Dumas fds plaj-fully, “have 
raised a father who has turned out to be a child.” 

-An irrepressible, laughter-loving and adventure-loving child 
to the end. Though advanced in years and physically ovcrplump 
with the sweetmeats of success, he remained mentally as turbulent 
as of old. \Vhcrcver there was a revolution, he thrc'v himself into 
the center of the whirlpool. In 1848 he was ready to lead the 
National Guard to Pari'. But the National Guard refused to 
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follow. In 1859 he joined Garibaldi and not only contributed his 
fortune of 50.000 francs but offered to contribute his ven- life 
to the cause of Italian freedom. Four years later he accepted a 
commission to lead tlie Greek rebellion against the Turks — only 
to discover that the man who had organized the rebellion, the 
Prince of Skandenberg, was an impostor. 

His mercurial energy ^vas forc\‘cr straining to be translated 
into action. He could never rest. Once, at the age of sixt\--thrcc, 
he returned to Paris from a “revolutionary” N-isit to Italy. His son 
met him at the station. It was ten o’clock at night. “You must 
be pretU’ tired after your exertions, father. Let me take you 
home.” 

“No,” cried Dumas phe. “I want to see Gautier before I go 
to bed.” And off he dragged his son to his old crony’s house at 
NeuiUy. 

The house was locked ^vhc^ they arrived. Dumas raised a 
hullabaloo and awakened Gautier out of his sleep. 

“IVho’s there?” 

“Dumas the father and Dumas the son.” 

“But we’re all in bed.” 

“^^’hat, in bed at this early hour? Come on, you lazybones, get 
up, everybody !” 

It was four o’clock in the morning -when the father and the 
son returned from Gautier’s house. “.And now, Alexandre,’' said 
Dumas pere, “I want you to get me a lamp.” 

“IVhat for?" 

“I've got work to do.’' 

The son left his father at his desk and ■went to sleep. iNTien he 
awoke, it ^vas long past dawn. On the desk lay three completed 
articles for three magazines. Dumas phe ^^•as sha\-ing and singing 
before a mirror. 

“How do you feel, father?’’ 

“Fresh as a daisy, son.” i\nd tlicn, with a twinkle in his c\-c, 
“IVc youngsters, ynu see, don’t tire as easily as you old men.” 
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At last the yoimgster of sixtj-eight put aside his pen and lay 
do\\'n to resL Not that he was tired of his old adventures, but 
that he was anxious to try something ners*. He had just passed 
through his final romance — ^with an American actress, Adah 
hlenken. A short, s^vift, passionate storm that ended in tragedy 
when the actress was killed in a fall from her horse. Dumas ^s•cnt 
to his son’s house. “My boy, I have come to you to die.” 

He fell silent after that. And whenc\'cr his friends shook their 
heads sadly and remarked that Dinnas had fallen into a decline, 
his son retorted : “A mind such as my father’s can never fall into 
a decline. If he refuses to speak to us in the iMguage of today, it 
is because he is learning to understand the language of ctemit)'.” 
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Important Works by Hugo 


Marion dc Lormc (a drama) 
Hcrnani (a drama) 

The Hunchback of Notre Dame 
The King Amuses Himself 
(a drama) 

Napoleon the Little (a political 
treatise) 

Les Miserables 
The Toilers of the Sea 


The Man ir/jo Laughs 
Ninety-three 
Legend of the Centuries 
The History of c Crime 
The Supreme Pity ■ 
S«rvcral volumes of 
dramatic and 
IjTic poetry 



Victor Marie Hugo 

O 

1S02~1S85 



T 

-t-X 1865. Victor Marie Hugo ^^•a^: an exile on the Island of 
Guernsey. “Napoleon the Little’* had banished him from Paris 
because of his too-ardent love for humanity. On April 29 of that 
year he received a letter — so wdespread ^vas his fame — addressed 
to Victor Hugo, Occen, On the same day he sent a letter, in care 
of the American Minister to Belgium, addressed to s^^y Fellcu: 
CiJtrms, the iror/d. In this letter he expressed his sorrow at the 
assassination of Lincoln. “The thunderclap at 1 \'ashington has 
shaken the earth . . . How frightful a catacK-sm !” And then 
Hugo ^vcnt on to comfort the American people in ^vords as pro- 
phetic today as they \verc in 1S65; “The .American people is a 
colossus of bronze: traitors may scratch its surface, but they can- 
not overthrow it . . . America has become the guide among the 
nations . . . the nation pointing out to its sister nations the 
granite -ss-ay to liberty and to uni\xrsal brotlicrhood.*’ The exile 
then concluded his letter by signing lumsclf “a devoted citizen of 
the Republic of Vfankind." 

There arc those who regard A'ictor Hugo and Abraham Lin- 
coln as the Head and the Heart of the Nineteenth Century. 


LIVING BIOGRAPHIES OF FAMOUS NOVELISTS 
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oTRANGELV ENOUGH, the child that %vas to become one of the 
most ardent of European republicans ^vas brought up %vith a 
reverence for monarchy. The father of Victor Hugo •was a general 
in Napoleon’s army. IVhen Victor was eleven years old, he saw 
Napoleon riding through the streets of Paris. “IS’hat struck me 
in my sacred a'we when the Emperor appeared . . . ■was not 
the sight of the nois\’ crowd that followed him . . . singing in 
chorus ... it -was the sight of this sovereign man, moHng mute 
and brave, ^s'ith the air of a god of bronze.” Until ^vcll into his 
mature life, Victor Hugo regarded the emperors of France as 
partaking of the solidity of bronze and the solemnity of God. 

His love for the empire came not so much from his father as 
from his mother. Madame Hugo’s feet were alwa>s shod with 
green, for green -was the color of the French kings. 

And green, too, was the color of Madame Hugo’s eyes. She 
ts-as alwa^-s jealous of her husband. And her husband was alwaj-s 
jealous of her. And not ■without cause. Their married life was a 
constant succession of reconciliations and separations — of strange 
women in the house of General Hugo, of strange men in the 
house of Madame Hugo. 

As for Victor, he adored both his father and his mother — in 
spite of the fact that the irregular life of his parents meant a 
childhood of restless ^^•andering for himself. From Paris to Bor- 
deaux, from Bordeaux to SegoHa, from Segovia to Madrid, from 
Madrid back to Paris. As a result of this constant wandering little 
Victor picked up a rather desultory education — a helter-skelter 
knorvledgc that made up in \aricty for ^vhat it lacked in solidity. 
“This child,” said a friend of his mother’s, “know's a little about 
everything.” “Yes,” replied his mother lugubriously, .“and he 
knows precious little about anything.” 

And 'so he flitted about from school to school, .and sipped 
hastily of this flower and of that, until at thirteen he came upon 
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a great discovery'— the poetry of Virgil. He made a translation 
of Virgil’s First Eclogue, and was rewarded with a thrashing from 
his teacher, Decottc. For Decottc himself had just finished a 
translation of the selfsame Eclogue. How dared this little upstart 
set himself up as a rival? 

Victor wiped away his tears, and went on with his poetry. He 
composed an ode in a school contest — Decottc was not one of the 
judges — and carried off the first prize. He wTOtc an epic, a drama 
and a novel. His teachers dubbed him the “sublime child.” 

And the sublime child proved himself precocious not only in 
literature but in love. At seventeen he became engaged to Adclc 
Fouchcr, a girl of sixteen. “Do you remember, Adclc, ft was on 
the twenty-sixth of April, i8ig, one evening as I sat at your feet, 
that you asked me to tell you my greatest secret . . . And then 
I confessed trembling that I loved you; and after your reply, my 
Adclc, I had the courage of a lion . . 

Two years later they were married. What a handsome couple — 
this girl with the brave black eyes and the wistful smile, and this 
boy with the mouth of a poet and the brow of a soldier! .And 
what a joyous wedding — an occasion of “honey and milk, and 
flowers and fruit and foliage, and laughter and love!” 

Yet there v/as one discordant note. In the midst of the w'cdding 
feast a man rushed in with’ an axe and made straight for the 
bridegroom. They barely managed to pin him down. “A mad- 
man !” It was Victor’s older brother, Eugene. He had gone insane 
trith jealousy. He, too, had \vantcd to marry Adclc. 

The stormy scene at the ^v•cddi^g was the beginning of a stormy 
life for Victor. And the shifting winds brought joys and sorrows 
in equal measure. A successful volume of poems, a successful 
drama, applause from the public, pra'isc from the critics, the 
ribbon of the Legion of Honor, the binli and death of a child, 
the death of his mother, and the betrayal of a de\-otcd friendship, 
Tlic dearest of all his friends, the critic Saintc-Bcuve, had gone 
back on him. He had tried, though -without success, to seduce 
Hugo’s wife. 
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It -was ■svith this bitter thought in his heart that Hugo attended 
the opening night of Hernani. A momentous occasion. This tm- 
conventional drama of Victor Hugo’s tvas to be the opening 
battle behvecn the Romanticists and the Classicists, “the fire of 
the new and the ashes of the old.” Hugo had boldly challenged 
the enemy to the fight. “In this play,” he had declared, “I smash 
into bits all theories, prosodies and s)-stems. I tear dotsii the old 
plaster ^vhich covers the fagade of beauty. From no\v on, there are 
neither rules nor models . . .” 

The play was produced in a tumult of catcalls and cheers. At 
the final curtain the cheers pret'ailed. The entire audience gazed 
rapturously upon the ne^sly-crowned King of Romance. But 
Hugo tvas oblivious to the tempest of adoration. His eyes tvcrc 
centered upon the box in ■\vhich Sainte-Bcuve was sitting. The 
eyes of Sainte-Beuve were fixed upon Adcic. 

Ill 

At Hugo’s urgent request, Sainte-Bcuve promised that he 
tvould never sec Adcle again. But Sainte-Bcuve didn’t keep his 
promise. He persisted in meeting her and writing to her — in 
secret, as he drought, but the secret did not escape Hugo. 

And Hugo tried to forget his sorro-iv in his work. He wotc a 
novel, Notre-Dame de Paris. He began it on the fourth of Sep- 
tember, 1830, worked on it in a frenzy of passion through the 
fall and the early \rintcrj and finished it on the fifteenth of Jan- 
uaty. 

The story of a holy temple — an edifice of stone wth a living 
soul. “Side by side \rith the old Cathedral (of Notre-Dame),” 
^sTitcs the French historian, Michelet, “Victor Hugo has built a 
Cathedral of Poetry' as firmly seated on its foundations as the 
other, and \rith towers equally high.” 

More applause, more heartaches, more work. And then, the 
birth of a new love — for the “Fire-Bird” Juliette Droiict. Tills 
bcaudful actress, whose body had been the plaything of many 
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men, now made a gift of her heart to one man. For fifty years 
she remained passionately devoted to Victor Hugo. 

And Victor Hugo remained passionately devoted to Juliette 
Drouet. Not that he had ceased to love Adele. His affection for 
her remained steadfast. But it was the affection of a son for a 
mother rather than that of a husband for a ^vife. And Adele 
seemed to be satisfied -svith that quiet sort of affection. Her feel- 
ings toward Hugo — and, for that matter, toward Sainte-Beuvc — 
had always been platonic rather than possessive. Love to her was 
a distant sim. She enjoyed its slanting %vannth and tvas content 
to stay out of its vertical blaze. 

But the emotions of Hugo and of Juliette — she, too, had the 
spark of poetry within her — were like an overmastering flame. 
They never knew love’s “sad satiety'.” Half a century after their 
“first night” he still responded to the intoxication of her kisses. 
“I kiss your body and your soul. You are beauty” you are light. 

I adore youl” 

Juliette, the object of Hugo’s adoration, was a nameless child 
of the people — a foundling. And to Hugo she s)-mbolizcd all the 
nameless people of the world. Through the “consecration of her 
love” he gradually became transformed from a Bourbon to a 
bourgeois, from a royalist to a socialist. From now on, he de- 
clared, his life would be inspired with a “somber fidelity to fallen 
things.” ^^’hatevcr po\vcr he possessed, he declared, would be 
employed “in the defence of powerless men.” 

This remained his guiding principle to the end of his daN’s. In 
1830, and again in 1848, he joined “the cause- of the people” — 
risking on both occasions not only his reputation but his life. In 
the Revolution of 1848, he stood fighting on tlic barricades. “I 
am dead rrith fatigue,” he urotc to Juliette, “haring spent three 
da>-s and nights ars-ake, in the fray, with no bed to sleep in, almost 
no food or drink, and only an occasional moment in which to sit 
dors-n on a pavement by rs'ay of rest . . .” 

^Vhilc he was ars-ay at the barricades, his house was ransacked 
by the vcr\' people whom he was trying to save. From room to 
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room they went, hacking, tearing, breaking, until they finally 
came to Victor Hugo’s study. On a high desk near the •vvindon’ — 
Hugo alwa)’s wrote standing up — ^the insurgents saw a number 
of scattered sheets. The leader of the insurgents, a former school- 
master by the name of Gobert, glanced at the sheets. They were 
the begiiming of a story. He then looked at the title page. “H’m, 
not a bad name for a novel.” 

“What is the name?” asked one of his companions. 

"Les MUerables” 


IV 

Hugo began the writing of Les Miser ables in Paris. He finished 
it at Guernsey, ^vhither he had been banished for his opposition 
to the tyranny of Napoleon III. The tempest of his destiny kept 
still pursuing him. “Life and death kept dealing him alternate 
caresses and blows. Election to the Academy — and the dro^vning 
of his daughter, Leopoldine, in an estuary of the Seine. Recogni- 
tion as the greatest poet of France — and the untimely death of 
another daughter. Pilgrimages to the Island Shrine of the Seer — 
and the unfortunate love affair followed by tlie insanity of stiff 
another daughter. Such were the events that surrounded the 
composition of Les Miscrables. 'As he \vTotc this epic of human 
sorrow', God touched hm on the shoulder and turned his gaze 
from earth to heaven. *\[Thc earth called me Poet, and heaven 
echoed Prophet)" Through his sufferings he had become tlie 
prophet of hope. have faced the terror of death, and I Jiavc 
found beyond it the flo^ver of life.” 

The flo^ver of life, the hope of the liopeless, the gospel of the 
humble^ the lovingkindness of God for all His suffering creatures 
— this is the theme of Les Miscrables. The transformation of suf- 
fering into pity, of pity into love. A wild and turbulent and tender 
book that swept the world witli a cleansing fire. On tlie day of 
its publication the Parisians had besieged the Pagnerre bookshop 
at si.K in the morning, ^\’ithin a few hours, they had carried off 
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fifty thousand copies of the book. Victor Hugo, the lone prisoner 
upon the rock of Guernsey, was hailed as the First Citizen of the 
World. 

And the First Citizen took his honors ^vith a “modest pride” 
and grew younger as the years went on. “Under my ^vhitc hair 
lives the love of springtime . . . Light knows no old age.” He 
had become a Titan of ph)-sical and of mental endurance. Up at 
da^vn, a plunge into the sea, and at his desk — standing up — be- 
fore the sun rose. Afternoons, a bit of relaxation with his crayons 
— for he loved to dra\v as well as to write — and then a long ^valk 
over the seashore facing the sun and the spray. Never a stick to 
help him over the rocks, or an umbrella to shield him against the 
rain. He feared neither the heat nor the cold. “I am immortal. 
Nothing can hurt me.” His appetite was enormous. Several plate- 
fuls of meat at a single sitting. Tliere were daj’s when t%vo chickens 
were not enough to satisfy his hunger. Hearty eating, hearty ■ 
thinking, and a hearty acceptance of the sorrows as well as of 
the jo>‘s of life. “Sorrow is but a prelude to joy.” The s>Tnphony 
of life, if only \ve can attune our cars to it, resolves into a tri- 
umphant chord. In tliis absolute trust he faced the death of two 
of his sons, and of his ^\•ifc Adclc. And in this trust he faced the 
German invasion of France in 1870 — he had now returned from 
his csle at Guernsey. “Everybody to the front, citizens I Let all 
the to^vns rise up. Let all the fields take fire ! . . . Cities, cities, 
cities ! make forests of pikes, multiply your bayonets, harness your 
cannon; and you, Hllagc, take up your torch! Let cverj- man, 
rich, poor, laborer, peasant, clerk, bring forth or pick up from 
the ground whatever resembles a weapon or a missile ! Roll rocks, 
pile up paHng stones, change futTo\s's into trenches . . . tear 
forth the stones from our sacred earth, stone the invaders ^vith 
tlic bones of our mother, France . And then, Avitli a pro- 
phetic light in his eyes, “Fear not the defeat of today. Center your 
hearts and your hands upon a single goal — \*ictoiy in the end !” 

And it was in tliis selfsame trust — a trust in the ^vholcsQmcncss 
of human sorrow and in the purposcfulncs of human toil — that 
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he ^vTote one of the most beautiful of his novels — The Toilers of 
the Sea. 

Here, in its mutilated breHU', is the stor)': 

Lethierr)’, the tmcle and guardian of the charming Deruchette, 
befriends the adventurer Rantaine. The latter repajs the favor 
by stealing 50,000 francs from Lethierry. This money, saved over 
a period of forty years, has been intended for Dcruchcttc’s do^^T\•. 

No^v Deruchette is the object of a great and silent worship. 
Gilliatt, a young man of doubtless courage but of doubtful birth, 
adores her from a distance. He feels too humble, ho^ve\•er, to tell 
her of his love. 

One day Gilliatt rescues a young curate from the high tide. 
The curate offers him a sovereign, which Gilliatt refuses. He 
accepts a Bible instead. 

An interesting situation. A beautiful girl •whose do\m’ has been 
stolen; a young man of lo\vly station who is desperately in love 
■with the girl; and another young man, of higher station and 
learning. The old inevitable triangle. But let us go on and sec 
how the author develops the theme and hovs' he interweaves the 
fates of the other characters with the fates of these three young 
people. 

Deruchette’s imcle Lethierry' owns a steamboat, the Durende, 
which is commanded by Captain Clubin. Lethierry has lost all 
his other ships, and all his hopes arc centered in the Durande and 
its captain. He is an honest man, this captain, and well wortliy 
of his master’s trust. 

On one of his trips, Captain Clubin runs across Rantaine, the 
scoundrel who has stolen Lethierry’s money and who is about to 
escape from the country’ vsith a fortune of 75,000 francs. Clubin 
compels Rantaine, at the point of a pistol, to deliver the money 
to him. He then sets sail to bring the money back to Lethierry. 

And now the author produces a complication in order to pro- 
long the thread of the story. Tlic steamship Durende is wrecked. 
Clubin sends the passengers off in the long-boat, and calmly 
awaits death on the sinking ship. 
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Lcthierrj-s hope for Dcnichette is practically at an end. The 
DnTcir.de is a total loss — except for the engines ^vhich Lcthierr^' 
himself has designed. If only he could recover the engines, he 
might build another ship around them. And life might go on. 

Is there anyone who can find a ^^•ay to save the engines? If 
there is any man who can do it, he shall have the hand of Deru- 
chette. 

There is one man in the crowd who imdcrtakes this almost im- 
possible task. It is Gilliatt. 

He sets out for the tsTCck. It is situated underneath a prcdpicc 
in the channel. In order to reach it, he must climb dorra by means 
of a knotted rope. It is a superhmnan task, fraught \%'ith the great- 
est danger. Day after day he toils and starves himself; for part 
of the food which he has brought along %dth him has been swept 
aTOv by the sea. He lives on shellfish and crabs — ^tvhenever he 
can get them. 

Once, as he wades into the shallops' ■waters of a cave, he is 
attacked by a de^•iI-fish and barely escapes with his life. 

And thus GiUiatt toils on — a symbol for all the toiling human 
creatures -who struggle and stiffen and hope that their struggles 
may steer them into the haven of their dreams. 

And now the author begins to prepare us for the climax. He 
takes GiUiatt into the further recesses of the cave where he dis- 
co\*crs the skeleton of a man. By means of a belt with a name 
upon it, Gilliatt is able to identify the skeleton. It is that of the 
ship captain, Clubin. Tied firmly to the belt is an iron box. The 
box con tains 75,000 francs. 

Gilliatt takes the money and rcttxms to his toil. Dcruchcttc 
shall have her dowiy; and Lcthicrn', his engines. 

Finally GiUiatt succeeds in rescuing the engines. He is ready 
for his own reward — the band of Dcruchcttc. 

In the evening he approaches the house in %\-hich she lives. A 
nightingale is singing. In his heart, too, there is a song. 

Dcruchette is in the garden. She is not alone. The young curate 
whose life GiUiatt has saved is with her. Dcruchcttc and the 
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curate embrace. Gilliatt turns away and leaves them to their love. 

Deruchette and her lover are married. They set sail for Eng- 
land. Gilliatt stands on a rock at the water’s edge and watches 
the ship. The tide is rising. It comes up to his knees, his shoulders, 
over his head. And thus ends the life of one of the toilers of the 
sea. 

But he has had his reward. For he has won not the hand but — 
what is far more important — ^the happiness of Deruchette. 

I 

V 

Hugo’s eightieth birthday. “Flowers ! 'iVc must have flowers !” 
one of his friends has declared. And the whole gay way between 
Nice and Paris has been lined wdth tvagon-loads, train-loads of 
flowers. And his house is literally buried in roses. And fifty thou- 
sand children, beautiful Ihing flowers, are singing and dancing 
in honor of grandpere Hugo. And over the avenues of Paris, half 
a million workers march singing Hugo’s favorite anthem, the 
Marseillaise. 

The height of his triumph, the depth of his sorrow. For shortly 
after the celebration of his eightieth birthday, his “dearest friend” 
Juliette passed a^vay. “And if you were dead I should love you 
stOl,” he had written to her shortly before the end. “And if I were 
dead I should love you yet . . . You dead, I should die . . 

And with Juliette’s death, Hugo ceased to live on earth and 
began to look fonvard to the greater life beyond. Of the reality 
of this greater life he hadn’t the slightest doubt. ‘Uf an ant, at 
the moment when I was about to crush out its life, were to join 
its rtvo miserable paws in prayer to me, I should be kind to it. 
Why then should not God be kind to me? ... I supplicate Him 
to grant eternal life to you ... to me ... to all . . 

Though he had lost his lover, his wife, and all his children save 
one — .Adele was still alive but hopelessly insane — ^hc was not 
alone. For he lived amidst his grandchildren — an o.ik surrounded 
by a circle of hardy saplings'. He called tlicm to his side when he 
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was about to rcceh-e the summons. “My s\v'cct angels, I am leav- 
ing you. I feel that God is calling me. I am going to sec again my 
other little ones who arc in heaven. You %vill not sec me again, 
but I shall al;va)-s be with you, near you, much nearer than I am 
now. And I shall bless you as I bless you now," 

He died on May 22, St. Julia’s day, the name-day of Juliette. 
His friends had expected a “royal burial." Yet the>' were not 
rorprised when they learned of his final request: 

“I desire to give fifty thousand francs to the poor ... I desire 
to be borne to the cemetery' in the hearse of the poor . . .” 

And at the end of his request he penned a simple statement of 
his faith: “I refuse the prayers of all churches ... I bclic^'c 
in God.” 



FLAUBERT 



Gustave Flauloert 

1821-1880 



JLn 1S40 a strange, shy, grumpy, handsome, slovenly, proud, 
sensitive and caustic young fellow of eighteen came to Paris to 
study law. “'He looked like a Greek God dressed in a red flannel 
shirt and blue overalls.’" He spoke little; and when he did open 
his mo'uth, ‘‘his tongue tvas dipped in a cask of \'inegar.” He 
showed an utter contempt for the com'cntions; and he looked 
upon c\'ery'Dody. including himself, as an utter fool. “The very- 
first nincompoop I sec c^'cry day is myself, in the morning, when 
I go to the mirror to take a sha.vc.’* .-knd the very last one, he 
added, “is whatever person I happen to speak to before I go to 
bed." 

^^"ho is this peculiar fellow? the students ^^.■anted to know. 

“Flaub-ert. Gustave Flaubert. Hb father b the surgcon--In-ehicf 
at the Rouen Hospital." 

“It m-ast be wonderful,” said one of the students to Flaubert, 
“to be the son of so great a celebrity." 

“^Vha.t's wonderful about it?" 

“^^>iy, think of ail the Ib'cs he saves.’" 

“Yes.” snorted Flau’ccrt. “My father saves the stupid for 
fufure stupidities.’" 
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LIVING BIOGRAPHIES OF FAMOUS NO\rELISTS 


11 

He was peculiar Irom.thc vcr\' first. Alwajs interested in the 
morbid side of life. As a child he climbed the %vall of his father’s 
hospital in order to look at the corpses in the theater. He found 
a special fascination in lunatics and idiots, and he fancied that 
lunatics and idiots found a special fascination in him. A bom 
observ’er, he began to take notes of people almost as soon as he 
had learned to ^^•rite. The son of a dissecter of human bodies, he 
grew up to be a dissecter of human souls. When he was a mere 
tot, he composed pla>s and acted them ^^•ith his sister on a home- 
made stage — the family dining table. Not content \vith his plat's, 
he also wrote a novel and two “scientific” cssat's — on Corneille 
and on Constipation. AH this before he had reached his teens. 

But he had to hide himself away from his father tvhen he 
tvrote. For Doctor Flaubert was decidedly averse to a litcrart’ 
career for his son. ^Vhen Gustave tried to read him one of his 
“masterpieces,” the doctor fell asleep. He tvas anxious to turn 
Gustave into a good surgeon, like himself, -■^nd like Gustave’s 
brother, Achillc.'-“^Vc arc a respectable family, we Flaubcrts, and 
tve want no vagabonds or poets among us.” 

And so Gustave rvas sent to a respectable school, and for eight 
years he dreamed and obscr\'cd and wTote, and ridiculed his 
fellow students and befriended them — for, like most cynics, he 
^s•as at bottom a gende soul — and at eighteen he told his father 
flatly that he ^v•ould not be a doctor. 

His father Avas ready to compromise. “If you ^^•on’t be a doctor, 
then you’ll have to be a lar^'^ cr.” And off he packed him to Paris 
to study lass'. 

But Gustave ^s•as stubborn. “I am a Barbarian. I have a Bar- 
barian’s obslinac)’.” .■\nd a Barbarian’s love for adventure. “I am 
descended from Sicilian pirates.” He, too, would be a pirate, a 
rover of the spirit, a seeker after the gold of the perfect phrase. 
“I mean to be a writer and nothing else.” 
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His father gave him up as a hopeless ease. And Gustave, re- 
lieved, abandoned his law boohs and turned to Don Quixote — 
“the Bible of human folly,” This book became the primary source 
of Flaubert's philosophy, the cardinal principle pf his faith. “The 
trouble with men is not that they arc scoundrels, but that they 
arc fools.” Under the influence of this philosophy, he wrote a 
number of plays and novels dealing with the more somber aspects 
of life — the story of a man who has lost his soul just as Peter 
Schlcmihl has lost his shadow, the tragedy of a cataleptic who 
is buried alive and who dies blaspheming his destiny, the ad- 
ventures of a creature whose mother is human and whose father 
is an ape — fantastic and immature talcs that he svTotc only for 
his ossTi amusement and for the amusement of his friends. 

And these friends of Flaubert’s were even more pessimistic 
than himself. “We were a group of droll youngsters svho lived in 
a strange world . . . We beat out a familiar path betsveen mad- 
ness and death . . . Some of these youngsters killed themselves; 
others died in their beds; one who strangled himself with his 
necktie; sc^•cral svho took to drink in order to drive away their 
thoughts . . 

Flaubert, hotvever, -svas able to maintain a healthy balance be- 
tween madness and suicide. And this was due to three of his more 
conventional friends — Ernest Chevalier, Alfred Ic PoittcHn, and 
Maxime du Camp. While Gustave had a morbid interest in 
literature and in death, these three young men had a wholesome 
interest in literature and in life. Chc^•alicr was a combination of 
the poet-politician — a man with his head in the clouds but with 
hLs feet on the ground. Lc PoittcHn, the son of a successful busi- 
nessman, was himself destined to be successful in business. (Lc 
PoittcHn’s skter, it is interesting to note, was the mother of dc 
Maupassant.) Du Camp, the editor of the Revue dc Paris, had 
appointed hinvsclf as Flaubert’s guide not only in tire gardens of 
fancy but in the ^^•ays of tlic 'world. He drew Flaubert out of his 
solitarv- shell; he induced him to meet people; and he took him 
(18.59) ^ Orient. 
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This trip to the Orient ^s•as one of the enchanting episodes in 
Flaubert’s life. “Never shall I forget the experience — the colors 
and sounds of Eg)’pt, the Nile, S>Tia, Palestine, [Malta, Con- 
stantinople.” Hq found a special fascination in the PjTamids. 
“When reached the bottom of the hill on ^^•hich the PjTamids 
stand, I set my horse at full speed. Du Camp did likewise . . . 
At the sight of that grandeur, my brain ^vhirled ... It ^s•as sun- 
set. The three PjTamids, all ros)', seemed dro^s■ned in light . . .” 

Three P\Tamids. Three friends. And one mistress. He met 
Louise Colet, the girl ^vho was to become his mistress, at the 
studio of the artist Pradier. She was a poetess of little talent and 
great charm. Many of the literary lights of Paris, though they 
yvere left cold at the beauU’ of her poetry, were quite ardent over 
the poetry of her beauU'. Once, when Victor Hugo bersailcd tire 
mutilation of the Venus de Milo, she remarked that the arms of 
this famous statue had been recovered. 

“They have?” asked the surprised Hugo. ‘'Where arc they?” 

“Under my sleeves,” replied Loirisc Colet. 

^^^len the shy Flaubert met thb forward young courtesan, he 
surrendered to her his heart, his mind, and his entire critical 
faculty. “She is not only the most beautiful but the most talented 
young ^voman in Paris!” he exclaimed ^s^th a lover’s blindness. 

Yet he nc^-cr married her. For one thing, his mother disap- 
proved of such a marriage. His father had died, and Flaubert 
now lived (at Croisset, near Rouen) with his mother. Madame 
Flaubert, a neurotic little lady, was too possessively attached to 
her son. “I \vill share him trith no other \s-oman — not even an 
angel from heaven.” 

But Flaubert himself ^s•as averse to marriage. He ^^■as ■willing 
to give liis beloved c\‘ciything sa%‘c the complete possession of his 
body. This body of his was but the shadow of himself. He lived 
in a world not of things but of ideas. “I have ne\Tr,” he said, 
“really embraced a woman. Not cs’cn Louise. \Vhat I have hdd 
in my arms is the semblance of love, but not love it'clf.” 

This “semblance of love” was suflidcntly strong, however, to 
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influence the entire course of his life. For it \vas under the in- 
spiration of Louise that he perfected his literary style and 
launched upon the scries of novels that were to place him in the 
front rank of the creators of the ^vorld’s literature. 

Yet the inspiration of love and the devotion of friendship were 
but passing shadows in the world of his ideas. Flaubert ■was 
essentially a man of solitude. He lived alone ^v^th his thoughts. 
He broke with Louise, and he broke with his three friends, and 
he retreated \vithin the hermit shell of his genius. That caustic 
tongue of his, and his equally caustic pen. \Vhcn du Camp, out 
of sheer kindness, gave him practical ad\acc on the publication 
of one of his books, he took it as an affront. “I do not blame you 
for publishing your own stuff. And I thank you for your kind 
intention in advising me as to the publication of mine. But this 
mania of yours concerning my welfare is rather comical to me 
. . . \Vc arc no longer on the same road, you and I. We do 
not sail in the same boat. May God lead each of us -^vhere each 
of us wants to go — you to a safe harbor, I to the open sea.” 

And so he left his friends and his intimates and his loves and 
set sail for the open sea of an uncompromising litcraiy career. 

Ill 

As A t\’RiTER, Flaubert %vas a rare combination of the romanti- 
cist and the realist. ‘‘Tlicrc arc two distinct men ^vithin me,” he 
^vrotc. “One of them is in love with noise, with I)Tism, with great 
eagle-flights, wtli all the sonorities of phraseology and all the 
high summits of ideas. The other searches and probes the reality 
as deeply as he can, loves to bring out small facts as \vcll as great 
ones, and %vould like to make you feel almost materially the things 
^vhich he reproduces. This one enjoj's laughter and takes pleasure 
in the animalism of mankind.” 

All his life, Flaubert hovered bchvecn the two worlds of fancy 
and fact. At times he went soaring into flights of imagination, at 
other times he ^vcnt groveling into the muck of material existence. 
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And whichever was the ^v•orld that he happened to be Ihing in 
at the moment, he always wished that he were liNing in the other. 
He never spoke of the book that he was \sTidng; he constantly 
spoke of the book he was going to %sTite next. The sequence of 
his books \vas therefore an in\'ariable alternation betvveen the 
realistic and the romantic: Madame Bovary, Salambbo, The 
Sentimental Education, The Temptation of Saint Anthony, 
Bouvard and Pecuchet. This alternation was not merely acci- 
dental; it was the result of a perpetual inner conflict bet^\•ccn the 
artist and the scientist, the poet and the cj-nic, the comforter and 
the despiser of mankind. 

But ^\•hatever he ^sTote, he was al\s-a)'s the consummate artist. 
“In the beginning is the •word.” To Flaubert, a ^vord was not 
merely the conveyer of a thought. It was a li\’ing entity — ^%vilh 
a voice, a perfume, a personality', a soul. He polished and re- 
polished his pages — ^frequently devoting an entire day to a single 
phrase — ^until the society of the words upon those pages had been 
reduced to a perfect singing unit. If at all possible, he never used 
the same word toicc on the same page. “It is ^\To^g to offend 
the ear, just as it is \sTong to offend the heart, of my readers.” 

Yet he bad little respect for the mind'ol his readers. “The 
human mind is tragically stupid.” This ab)-smal human stupidity 
both repulsed and attracted him. He studied it as a conscientious 
doctor studies a loathsome dbcase — ^in order that, basing deter- 
mined its cause, he might be able to discover its cure. It has been 
said that Ernest Renan alwa}'s tried to find a little wisdom c\*cn 
in a fool, but that Gustave Flaubert abvass tried to discover a 
little folly c%'cn in a 'vsisc man. But here again, it w.is the doctor 
in Flaubert — ^his male ancestors had been doctors for centuries — 
that liked to probe into the human personality, insisting upon a 
periodical and thorough examination in order to discover and 
to eliminate the disease upon its first appearance. 

It was in this effort to discover and to eliminate disease — the 
disease of bourgeois paltriness — that he conceived .and svrotc the 
greatest of his noa'cls, Madame Bovary. Tliis book, like GocUic’.s 
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Favsl, is the biography of an erring soul. But %vhcrcas Goethe’s 
hero, in spite of his bungling, is guided by an instinct for the one 
true ^vay, Flaubert’s heroine, in spite of her planning, is misled 
by an instinct for the one false way. The way from ennui, 
through transgression, to death. The story’ of Emma Bovary’ is 
a realistic picture of a romantic soul. Emma is the daughter of 
a kindly, sensual and lighthearted farmer overburdened \vith 
vanity and devoid of religion. From earliest childhood she has 
been brought up to live beyond the horizon. “The fruits of the 
nc.xt field always taste sweeter — in imagination — than the fruits 
of your o^\Ti field.” Brought up in a convent, she has become 
saturated ■with the subtle erotic flavor of the pious legends that 
she has been allowed to read on Sundays as a relaxation. Return- 
ing from the convent to the farm, she finds herself once more 
in the midst of her ugly surroundings and her romantic dreams. 
She longs to leave the sounds and the sights and the smells of the 
stables and the fields. Atvay from the Here to the Elsc\vhcrc. She 
longs to find someone who will make this pilgrimage possible for 
her. A young man appears. Charles Bovary. He is neither good 
nor bad, ncitlicr clever nor stupid. Just an average nobody, an 
ordinary bore. But to Emma he is the Prince Charming who ts’ill 
rescue her from her own boredom. She marries him. 

But the moment after her marriage, she returns to her restless 
dreams. For Bo^•ary represents the commonplace Here, and 
Emma is al'vays yearning for that glorious Elsewhere. 

And now another man comes — as she believes — to her rescue. 
Leon. Young, elegant, romantic. A brief moment of ecstasy, a 
Deep into the heaven beyond the horizon, and tlien he leaves her. 

Reality once more — hcaricr, duller, more oppressive than c% cr. 
The d.a\s drag along on leaden feet. Even her dreams arc no^v 
weighted do-vsTi witli the monotony of her boredom. 

And tlicn the next lover comes, and she throws herself into 
liis arms ^vith utter abandon. “She ^^•as entering into a ^vondcrful 
something where all ^vould be passion, ecstasy, delirium. An im- 
mensity of blue space surrounded her; the s-ammits of romance 
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glistened in her thoughts and ordinary existence appeared far, 
far below, in the shado^vs between the heights.” 

A new dream, with her new lover (Rodolphe). Together they 
travel in fancy to faraway places — ^to Spain ^vith its tambourines, 
to Italy with its blue skies, to the Orient ^vith its minarets and its 
bazaars. 

But this dream, too, is soon ended. A quarrel with Rodolphe, 
and Emma sinks back into a reality \vhich now borders on de- 
spair. Her actual ^vorld is unbearable, her romantic Avorld is shat- 
tered, and there is nothing left but forgetfulness. She seeks this 
forgetfulness in a frenzy of sensual excitement. She meets Leon 
again and throws herself into his arms — this time, however, not 
as a lover but as a courtesan. Her dream now is not to escape 
from reality, but to escape from herself. 

And thus she falls from degradation to degradation — from 
Leon to an operatic tenor, from the operatic tenor to a notary’s 
clerk. She has even stopped dreaming. Her life has become a 
confused, desperate and panicky escape. 

And then, the final choice between the gutter and the grave. 
Emma chooses the grave. For the gutter would be but another 
relapse into reality. But death is that fearful, hopeful journey 
beyond the horizon. The last great excursion into the Land of 
Romance. 

Emma Bovary is romantic to the end. 

W 

When Flaubert published Madame Bovary, the critics con- 
demned him as a moral leper. Tlic French government had him 
arrested on the charge of “foisting pornographic literature upon 
the public.” After a stormy trial he was acquitted — not, howc\ cr, 
without a verbal lashing on the part of the presiding judge. It 
took the French public to convince both the critics and the 
government that Madame Bovary was an honest tr.anscript of 
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life, and that in its fidelity to the truth it %vas no more immoral 
than the honest description of an avalanche. 

And Flaubert, indiflcrcnt alike to the storms of vituperation 
and the tempests of applause, sat like a monk ^s•ithin the shelter 
of his home and alternately scorned and amused tlie world into 
a better frame of mind. “I am a satirist, to be sure. But satire is ; 
the salt that enables mankind to digest the flatness of life.” < 

The most solitary’ man in Europe, his friends dubbed him. He 
spent the greater part of the year at Croisset, going up to Paris 
only occasionally for a chat with George Sand or a dinner w'ith 
Victor Hugo and a few other congenial souls. A huge bulk of a 
figure, ^vith the mustache of a pirate and the eyes of a child. 
Though he loved his occasional contacts ^vith his fclIo^^'S, he loved 
even more to be left alone. He lived in a long, low' house on the 
Seine, ^vith five windo^^•s in his study on the second floor. “^Vhich- 
cver way I look, I sec the univcrs.al sky.” 

A solid old house, and a solid old man -svith solid settled habits. 
He rose regularly at ten o’clock, read his letters and papers, ate 
a light breakfast at eleven, took a walk along the river, returned 
at t\vclvc-thirty and sat down to work until seven. Tlicn he ate 
his dinner, took a brief stroll in the garden, and returned to his 
desk for “another bout of work” whidi lasted until the wceJiours 
of die night. 

He lived almost entirely in his books, “A crusty old misan- 
thrope,” said his neighbors. Yet they didn’t know that diis “hater 
of his kind” had sacrificed most of his fortune for some dbtant 
relatives who needed it more than himself. 

And dius he lived alone, dispensing his charity ^vithout expec- 
tation of thanics, and writing his novels without desire for fame. 
“In the final analysis, a man lives in his ideas. That is ^vhc^c he' 
finds his only amusement and receives his only reward.” 

And it ^vas in the midst of his ideas — he was engaged in ^^•riting 
his novel Bouvard end Pccuchcl — that Death took him by the 
hand and led him into newer scenes for greater works. 
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Important WorI:s 

Twice Told Tales 

The Blithedale Romance 

^fosses from an Old }>iansc 

The Scarlet Letter 

The House of the Seven Gables 


by Ha^^'thomc 

The Marble Faun 
The Dollivrr Romance 
Tangleivood Tales 
The Snow Image 
The Great Stone Face 



Natliailiel Hawtliorne 

1S04-1S64 



^^A^\•THOR^■E’s LIFE ^^•as a poctical symbol of creation, just as 
Ha^^tllomc's creations %vcrc a poctical symbol of life. Bom of 
a seafaring race, he sat secluded on the seashore and quietly 
recorded the eternal struggle between the sand and the surf. To 
a more active personality this passive aloofness might seem to be 
a ^s•astc of time, a mere childish game in tlic face of the serious 
problems that confronted tlie grownups of tlic -world. Yet “even a 
child’s game,” as Hawthorne observed, “becomes magnificent on 
so grand a scale.” ^Vhilc tlic others 'were trying desperately to 
trace their names in the s.and, Harvthome watclicd the inrushing 
of the ^^■3tcrs as they ^vashcd arvay tire traces. “Drars* the letters 
(on the sand) gigantic, so that two strides may b.Trcly measure 
them, and three strides for tire long strokes! Cut deep that the 
record may be permanent! Statesmen and warriors and poets 
have spent tltcir strength in no better cause than this. Is it accom- 
plished? Return tlicn in an hour or two, and seek for this mighty 
record of a name. Tire sea trill have stvept over it, even as time 
rolls its effacing tvaves over the names of statesmen and warriors 
and poets. Hark, the surf tvave laughs at you!” 

Hawthorne made it his business to tt-atch these tracings and 
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effacings of human endeavor, and to hand down to historj’ the 
characteristics of the letters cut into the sand just before the 
rvaters swept them away. He was especially interested in the 
character pf the d)ing Puritanism of his day. He caught its spirit 
and preserved it from oblirion just before it gave way to the more 
spectacular optimism of the post-CivilAVar days. 

II 

When Hatvthome decided to devote himself to literature, lie 
knew that he was doomed to a career of poverty and sufFcring 
and neglect. For literature in America rvas not a salable com- 
modity. Indeed, under the Puritans the courting of the muses 
had been regarded as a sin, just like the playing of cards or tljc 
drinking of whisky or the kissing of another man’s \vifc. Tlic 
earliest American dramas, in order to pass the censorship of the 
Puritans, had been euphemistically called “Moral Lectures.” In 
HatNthome’s day the censorship had been somewhat relaxed, but 
authorship teas still a hazardous occupation. Yet Hawthorne was 
tvalling to take the risk. For he came of an adventurous stock. The 
Hathomes — it was Nathaniel Hawthorne who added the w to 
the name — ^had been ship captains for some generations past. 
They had the sea-blood in their veins. To launch upon unkno^^n 
perils was second nature t6 that family. 

hlorcor'cr, Ha^sthome’s early training had unfitted him for a 
business or a professional career. He was brought up to be ^vhat 
the modem psj'chologists rvould call an introvert. He lived rvithin 
the circle of his own thoughts. Bom at tlic turn of ilic century 
( 1804), he lost his sailor-father as a child. His mother shut her- 
self up, together with NatlianicI and her two little girls, in a 
lonely Salem house. Here llicy rvcrc cut off from the rest of the 
world as if they had been confined rsithin a ship in the middle 
of the Atlantic. And even within the family group each member 
was taught to live a separate life. It was a strange little monastery 
to which the peculiar Puritan nun condemned her children. Each 
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of them ate and played and read and brooded in a dificrcnt 
room, so that Nathaniel found himself obliged to create a world 
of imaginary’ characters for his oum companionship. 

Furthermore, he sustained at an early age a severe injury to his 
leg, and this injury crippled him for set’cral years and kept him 
from playing with other children. Sensitive by nature, and in- 
fluenced by the morbidity of his mother, he stayed indoors all day 
and tvent out only at Usdlight or after dark for a ramble through 
the fields or along the seashore. As a result of this practice, he 
became acquainted with nature in her most somber moods. 
Throughout his life he saw the world dressed only in a gray or a 
sable cloak. We find this mood reflected throughout his literary' 
style. His language has the melancholy sivectne^ of a world sing- 
ing itself to sleep. 


Ill 

-At seventeen he entered Bowdoin College and there he met 
two students ^vho later ^vere to make a mark in life — Henry Long- 
fellow and Franklin Pierce. In his academic studies he suficrcd 
the customary fate of the genius who is too deep for his instruc- 
tors. He received very low maria. \S'hcn he graduated, he re- 
turned to Salem and settled down “to dream of life” — to use his 
otsTi expression — ^“instead of liHng it.” He wrote stories and read 
them to himself and then thre^v them into the fire. Unable to 
become an actor in the drama of life, and umsilling to remain 
a mere spectator, he decided to serve as an observant commenta- 
tor. He read in the morning, wTOte in the afternoon, and took 
long walks at night. He looked at the dark landscape and peopled 
it \vith the shapes and the passions of bygone ages as well as of 
his own generation. He became an explorer of the unseen, a 
searcher into the m>'5tery of the human soul. He took the dry 
bones of histoiy, clothed them with flesh — a pale and unearthly 
but beautiful flesh — and then he plunged these frail characters 
into sin and analj-zcd their reactions with the severity of a Puri- 
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tan and the compassion of a poet. \Vc find this strange combina- 
tion of his gcniusj this constant struggle between his piety and 
his pity, even in the earliest of his published works — the collection 
of stories kno^vn as T mice T old T ales. One of the most charac- 
teristic of these tales is The May-Pole of Merry Mount. It is tlie 
story of a young man and a young ^s’oman who came into tlic 
stronghold of New England Puritanism •tvith a touch of wild 
Paganism in their hearts. To the Puritans, life is a stem reality; 
but to these Pagan youngsters, it is nothing but a joyous dance. 
They are sinners and they must be punished for their sins. And so, 
as they celebrate their ^vedding around the May-Pole, Governor 
Endicott descends upon them wth his soldiers, strips the May- 
Pole of its flowers and condemns the terrified couple to a life of 
physical hardship and moral gloom. But here the poet in Ha\\’- 
thome raises his voice against the Puritan in him. As the couple 
turned away from the scene of their happiness, the severe old 
governor “lifted the wreath of roses from the ruin of the May- 
Pole, and thre\v it, with his own gauntleted hand, over their 
heads.” Blow’s for the ugliness of their sin; roses for the beauty 
of their suffering. It was a new note in American literature. 

But the American public \s’as not as yet attuned to this ne\v 
kind of literature. The book was a financial failure. 

IV 

Hawthorne’s class>lates w'crc getting ahead in the world. 
Longfello^v was a professor at Harv'ard, and Pierce ^^•as a mem- 
ber of the United States Senate. But Hawthorne was still drifting 
along. For a time he managed to gel a job as a weigher of coal in 
tlic Boston Custom House. But a new President (Harrison) was 
elected, and Hawthorne was s\vcpt out of his job in the under- 
current of the political “spoils sj'stcm.” 

He then invested his savings — about one thou.'and dollars — 
in tlic cooperative colony of Brook Farm. Here, he thought, he 
would be able to live without the necessity of fighting for a firing. 
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It ■s'.'as an experimental period in American historv'. All kinds of 
-ibms were springing up — Socialism, Feminism, Transcenden* 
talism, Anarchism, Communism, Fourierism and what not. The 
idealists •were ready to usher in the millennium. Brook Farm, 
under the leadership of Margaret Fuller, was to become one of the 
garden spots of the Nerv Heaven on Earth. And, to prove their 
practical qualifications for their job, the members of Brook Farm 
appointed Ha'wthomc — of all people! — as the financial adviser 
of their colony. 

And so tve see Ha%\'thome in a nctv role — that of farmer- 
finandcr. He has laid aside his pen and taken up a pitchfork. 
Instead of spreading ink over the paper, he is now spreading 
manure over the fields — a most incongruous figure, an angel in 
a dung heap. He stood this sort of life for about a year and then 
returned to Salem. He had lost ail his money in the Brook Farm 
experiment. But he had found there the material for the Blithe- 
dale Romance, his one colorful novel. Unlike the somber char- 
acters of his other books, the people in this stoiy arc bathed in 
the warmth of the noonday sun. 

He •svas now thirtv-daht vcais old — a fisurc of extraordinary 
beauty and pathetic futility. He had the body of a Hercules and 
the head of an Apollo. But his eyes -were the eyes of a frightened 
child, or rather of a harmted stranger from an alien Avorld. He 
shrank from the sodety of others. He fdt more at home among 
the characters of his stories than he did among the inhabitants 
of Salem. He took a lonely seat upon the heights and began to 
transform life into fiction — a fiction, howc%'cr, that was more 
living than life. 

Absorbed in iris art, he wanted to live entirdy undisturbed 
by the intrusions of the world. He resented, “wih an ^n^vard 
antipathy and a headlong flight,” the approach of anyone who 
dared to break into his meditative solitude. “From such a man, 
as if another self had scared me, I scramble hastily over the rocks, 
and take refuge in a nook which many a secret hour has given me 
a right to call my o^vn.” 
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Yet he wasn’t entirely alone In the summer of 184.2 he rhar- 
ried the one ■woman — Sophia Peabody — ^^vho was destined to 
bring him the happiness of a fulfilled life. Thc\' moved to Con- 
cord, the toum of revolutionary memories and of rebellious spirits 
such as Bronson Alcott, Ellery Channing, Ralph Waldo Emerson 
and Henry Thoreau. Here he felt a little more at home, a litdc 
less removed from a life that held so much in common with his 
otvn. Yet e\'en here he emerged only upon the rarest of occasions 
from his diffident aloofness. He rented a shabby house in an out- 
of-the-way comer of the towm. Wrapping himscE in his tattered 
dresing gown — “I may not be a landlord,” he said, ‘‘ijut I have 
the biggest rents in the country” — he sat down to go on with his 
creation of Pagan characters against a Puritan background. 

For four years he barely managed to get along on the proceeds 
from his stories, and then he was \isited by a stroke of good for- 
tune. The Democrats had once more regained the Prcsidcnc}', 
and Hawthorne was appointed Surveyor of Customs at Salon. 
His salary was twelve hundred dollars a year — a fabulous sum 
in the Salem of 1846. 

But his luck held only till 1849. The election of Zachary Taylor 
as President meant the dismisal of Hawthorne from the curiom- 
housc. His plight tvas pitiable. Though only forty-five, he fdt 
like an old man. He had a wife and two children to support, no 
sa\ings to fall back upon, and no prospects for a nav job. But 
three things came to his rescue: the courage of his wife; the 
generosity of his friends; and the faith of his publisher in his 
ability to produce a literary masterpiece. 

His ■vvife greeted his dtmissal from the office as a piece of good 
news. “.At last,” she smiled bravely, “you vsill have the leisure to 
write that great novel.” She built a fire in his study, tidied up his 
desk, helped him on with his dressing goAvn and made him srt 
down to write. Then she went upstairs and came back with a 
hundred and fifty shining gold dollars, a sum that she had secretly 
saved up for just such an emergency. 

.A few dajs later Hawthorne learned that he Avas as uncx- 
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pectcdly rich in the affection of his friends as he ^vas in the 
devotion of his svife. He received a substantial check, together 
^vith a touching letter signed by George Hillard, one of the Cam- 
bridge group of intellectuals of whom Longfellov was the head. 
‘‘It occurred to me and some other of your friends.’' wrote 
Hillard, “that you might at this time be in need of a little pecu- 
niaiy aid. I have therefore collected, from some of those who 
adnure your genius and respect your character, the enclosed sum 
of money ... I know the sensitive edge of your temperament; 
but do not speak or think of obligation. It is only pacing, in a 
very imperfect measure, the debt wc owe you for rvhat you have 
done for American literature . . . Let no shadow of despond- 
cnc}\ my dear friend, steal over you. Your friends do not and 
will not forget you ...” 

In his reply to Hillard, Hawthorne wTote : “Your letter drew — 
■vvhat my troubles never ha\‘e — the water to my eyes . . . There 
was much that was ssvect — and something too that was very bit- 
ter — mingled trith that same moisture . . . The money, dear 
Hillard, will smooth my path for a long time to come. The only 
"■ay in which a man can retain his sclf-rcspcct, while availing 
himself of the generosity of his friends, is by making it an incite- 
ment to his utmost c.xertions, so that he may not need their help 
agam.' 

And so. incited “to his utmost exertions,” he ^^■ent on with 
the \s-ritins: of his book. But he did not believe in. himself. One 
day his publisher, James T. Fields, came to visit him in Salem. 
He found Hawthorne in his study, hovering over a stove. 

“Have you prepared an%-ihmg for the press?'’ asked the pub- 
lisher. 

“Why. no,” replied Hawthorne, ‘Svhat publisher would ever 
risk a book from me, the most unpopular writer in America?” 

“I ivould.” 

“But I reallv have nothing worth •while,” Haivthomc insisted. 

Fields opened the door and was about to leave, ivhcn Haw- 
thorne took a batch of -manuscript from one of the drawers. 
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“Perhaps,” he said hesitantly, “you might care to look over this 
bundle of rubbish.” 

The publisher took the bundle home, and that night he -vs-rotc 
Hawthorne an enthusiastic letter. The manuscript ^vhich he had 
just read was the rough outline of The Scarlet Letter. 

V 

The action of The Scarlet Letter docs not begin at the beginning. 
Ha\s'thome uses the flash-back method in this novel. Tlic scene 
opens upon Hester Piynne’s discharge from prison. Hester, a 
^voman ^s'ith a great yearning for love and a great capacity for 
suffering, emerges from the gloomy fortress with a thrcc-montlis- 
old baby in her arms. On the breast of her gown, in scarlet cloth, 
appears the letter A. 

Outwardly serene, but \s-ith agony in her heart, she walks to 
the pillor)'. 

On the outskirts of the gaping cro^^•d stands a small man. He 
has an intelligent bro^v and cruel eyes. This man is Dr. Roger 
Chilling^vorth, Hester Piynne’s husband. He has been abroad 
for a number of years and is no^v a stranger in this to\sn. 

The popular minister of the town, Arthur Dimmcsdalc, a 
young man whose courage is not equal to his dc\’Otion, is seen 
pushing his ^s•ay through the throng. He comes to Hester’s side 
and urges her to name her fellow-sinner. But Hester stubbornly 
refuses to yield to his urging. 

/\nd now, without any further delay, the author begins to 
weave the strands of the web that entangles the life of the four 
leading characters — ^Hester, Dr. Chilling^vorth, Arthur Dimmcs- 
dalc, and little Pearl. On the night follo%\ing Hester Prynne’s 
discharge from the prison, her child falls ill and Dr. Chilling- 
worth is called in. 

“I have greatly wronged thee,” murmurs Hester. 

“It was my fault as well as thine,” replies her husband. “I am 
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a man of thought, you a ^voman of beauty. \\*hat right had \vc 
to mam'?*’ 

Roger Chillinpvorth understands, but he docs not forgive. His 
mind and his heart are not in harmony. He is determined to Icam 
the name of her fellow-sinner and to punish him. 

Hester takes up needlework for a lining. The worthy people 
of the to^s•n arc at first insistent upon taking her “sin-child” away 
from Hester. But Mr. Dimmesdale finally prc\-ails upon them to 
let the child remain with her. 

“You take, my friend, a strange interest in this poor rvoman,” 
smiles Roger Chillingworth. 

Mr. Dimmesdale’s health is failing. Dr. Chillingivorth appoints 
himself as his phradan. He moves into the same lodging with the 
minister. For he is determined to ferret out the secrets of Dimmes- 
dale’s heart. 

Note how the author brings these two men together physically 
in order to interweave the threads of thdr mental and moral 
reactions. Chillingworth becomes the incarnated conscience of 
the guilt)’ minister. 

Dimmesdale regards Chillingworth with increasing horror. 
Time and again he tries to confess his sin from the pulpit, but his 
courage aI^va)•s fails him. 

Once, in the dead of night, he mounts the pillory where Hester 
has stood exposed in her shame. He believes that everybody is 
asleep. Yet there are three people who see him: Hester and Pearl, 
who are returning from the home of a d)-ing woman — and Dr. 
Roger Chillingworth. 

In mock pity the doctor takes him home. ‘YTou should not 
study so hard, good }^Iastcr Dimmesdale!” 

The strands of the plot have now been interwoven into a 
definite and tragic pattern. The stor)’ moves rapidly fonvard to 
its inc^•itabIc climax. Hester plans am escape from the b.ilcful in- 
fluence of Roger Chillinpvorth. She takes passage for England. 
Dimmesdale and Pearl arc to go with her. 

But they find that Chillingworth is not so easily to be shaken 
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off. Hester learns that he, too, has booked passage on the same 
ship for England. This information comes — ^note the skill of the 
author — on a very important holiday: the day on Ivhich Mr. 
Dimmesdale has been chosen to preach the election sermon in 
honor of the ne\dy appointed governor. Thus the height of Mr. 
Dimmesdale’s fame and the ailmination of his tragedy come 
together on the selfsame day. For it is no longer possible for 
Dimmesdale to conceal his sin ^nth Hester. Better the present 
confession, ^^•ith its attendant disgrace, than the future torture of 
Chilling\sorth’s endless probing into the deepest recesses of his 
soul. 

And so Dimmesdale preaches the election sermon to an ador- 
ing congregation; and then, in a dramatic gesture, he mounts the 
pillorj’ together ^\•ith Hester and little Pearl. 

“People of Neu- England,” he cries, “at last, at last I stand 
tvhere seven years since I should have stood . . .” 

And now comes the moment of tragic revelation : 

“Lo,” he continues in a ringing voice, “the scarlet letter %vhich 
Hester wears ... I, too, have my scarlet letter!” 

He tears arvay the ministerial robe from his breast. Scared upon 
his flesh stands out the scarlet letter A. 

Then, as the populace stares at him in amaacment and pity, 
his head sinks do^sm upon Hester’s bosom. He has paid for his 
sin with his life. 


VI 

‘The sa^RLET letter,” like most of the other novels and short 
stories of Hawthorne, represents the moral history of New Eng- 
land — the struggle between the Puritan love of religion and the 
Pagan religion of love. But the book is not only a picture of Nenv 
England; it is a picture of Hawthorne himself, a man with a 
Puritan body and a Pagan soul. There is a little of Hawthorne 
in all the characters of tlic book — in tlic .<c\’crity of the judges, 
who punished Hester Prymne for her transgression ^'.•^tll Arthur 
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Dimmcsdalc; in the rclcntlcssncss of Chilling^vorth, who set him- 
self up as the avenging conscience of the young priest; in the 
irresolution of Dimmesdale, who concealed a heart of flame un- 
der the ashes of a conventional code; and in the defiance of 
Hester Prynne, who wore the s>'mbol of her pain like a consecra- 
tion on the garment of her love. 

In this book Hawthorne represents two kinds of sin : the sin of 
love against con\’cntion, and the sin of con\’cntion against lov'C. 
And of the two, the latter is to Hawthorne the more inexcusable. 
Hawtliome the poet tries to break away from Hawthorne the 
moralist. Puritanism has run its course in America. Something 
new must take its place. Just what that something ne\v may be, 
Hawthorne does not pretend to know. Perhaps it is represented 
by the character of little Pearl, that vague and ^s•ild and ethereal 
offspring of the Puritan and the Pagan, beautiful and evanescent 
like the flash of a sunbeam in a dream, but promising something 
more complete, more attuned to the heart of the \vorld, than 
cither of the parents. Ha^\'thome lived too early in American his- 
tory to write the story of little Pearl grown to maturity. Tliat task 
remained for some future novelist. 

Ha\vthomc represents a transitional period in the mental his- 
tory of America. He belongs to those intellectual pathfinders 
^vho try to break a^vay from the errors of the past. He begins to 
doubt tire old Calvinistic picture of the human race — a mob of 
sinful creatures 'svho arc caught in a trap between a cruel Task- 
master in Heaven and a cruel Executioner in Hell. Ha^vtliomc 
is tire child of Puritans. His ancestors have hanged Quakers and 
burned witches. But he is also the father of rebek. In the final 
anahsis, his s>Tnpatlucs arc not with the judges and tlie jailers, 
but ^vitIl the victims. The most sympathetic, and indeed tire most 
noble, character in The Scarlet Letter is Hester Prynne. 

Yet Hawtlromc is groping his way. He is not as yet sure of 
his ground. Like his characters, he lives in a \\ orld of twlight and 
mystery. Objects arc indistinct. Distances arc blurred. Tlic hori- 
zon is in a haze. There is no telling where the earth ends and 
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Heaven begins. But one thing he kno^vs — that the mistakes of the 
past will be transmuted into the hopes of the future. “At some 
brighter period, in Heaven’s o^sm time, a ne\v trutli will be re- 
vealed, in order to establish [the human race] on a surer ground 
of mutual happiness.” 

A surer ground of mutual happiness — ^thc eternal quest of tlic 
inspired poet and the moral pioneer. 

VII 

The rest of HawThome’s life can be told in a fc^v' words. IVhcn 
Pierce %vas elected to the Presidency, he appointed his novelist 
classmate to the American consulship at Liverpool. IVhile bring 
abroad, Ha\s’thomc \vas just as aloof from society as he had been 
at home. He familiarized himself tvith the history rather than 
Arith the people of England. At the expiration of his consulship 
he took a trip to Italy; and there, too, he lived in the past rather 
than in the present. Then he returned to America and to the 
place tvhere he felt most at home — the bordcrh'nc between the 
present and the past as mirrored in the lives of a prorincial folk. 

So immersed was he in the problems of his provincial dramas, 
that he was hardly aware of the national tragedy that ^v•as being 
enacted before his eyes. IVhcn the Civil ^Var broke out, he dis- 
missed it ^vith a shrug. “I approve of the war,” he said, “but I 
don’t kno^v ^vhat we arc fighting for.” 

But he, too, was fighting in a war — a ^^•ar of the human soul 
to c.\tricatc itself from the meshes of its enrironment. He pic- 
tured this war in The House of the Seven Gables, in whidi the 
sins of the fathers weave a net against the happiness of their chil- 
dren. He returned to this battle in The Marble Faun, in which a 
wild and half-human creature out of the past comes to life amidst 
the serious human problems of the present — Hawthorne’s favorite 
theme of sin and suffering. And at the vciy end of his life he was 
engaged in another, unfinished, battle of the soul against the 
inevitable decrees of Destiny — The Dollivcr Romance. In this 
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book he tried to find the elixir of life, the conquest of death, the 
universal human pass to immortality. It was the irony of fate that 
just when this novelist-philosopher %vas seeking eternal life, he 
died (May, 1864). 

And with him died a mental epoch in Aunerican history'. 
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Important IVorlis by Thackeray 


The Great Hoggariy Diamond 

The Yellotvplush Papers 

Berry Lyndon 

The Book of Snobs 

f 'anity Fair 

Pendennis 


Henry Esmond 
The Nezv comes 
'The Virginian 
I^vel the fi'idow 
Numerous essays 
and poems 



William Makepeace Thackeray 

18U-1863 



Born- rx caxcutta, he lost his father at five and was shipped 
off to England to live tsnth his aunt at Chis^^.■ick. He was an odd- 
looking child, like a pumpkin on a beanpole. His aunt put her 
husband’s hat upon the little fellow’s head — a rather oversized 
hat — and found to her horror that it fitted exactly. She took him 
to her family doctor for an examination. “Don't be alarmed,” the 
doctor reassured her. “The child has a large head, but there’s a 
good deal in it.” 

Yet the large and capacious head ol young William took a 
long time to develop. At the Charterhouse School, where he was 
enrolled as a day-scholar, he was somc\vhat less than mediocre. 
“Though he stayed there sev'cral years,” 'UTOtc his classmate, 
George Venables, “he never rose lugh in the school, nor did he 
distinguish himself on the playground/’ ^ct the “pretty, gentle, 
moony little fellow” displayed even at this period a dash of the 
dry humor that was to distinguish him in his later years. “I like 
my school,” he rsTOtc to his mother in Calcutta. “There arc so 
many good bo)‘5 to play ^s■ith.” And then he added a subtle post- 
script; “There are 370 in the school. I ^^■i£h there v.crc 369.” 

He tvTotc regularly to his mother and to his stepfather, Jifajor 
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Cannichael Smyth. He always confessed to them ho^^’ lazj’ he was 
today and promised them how industrious he \s’as going to be 
tomorro^y. But that industrious tomorrow never came. IVhen he 
graduated from the Charterhouse School, he needed additional 
tutoring to prepare him for Cambridge. He got this tutoring from 
his stepfather — ^Major Smjth and his •\v'ife had no^v moved to 
England — and he matriculated at Cambridge in Februaiy’, 1829. 
Here, too, he lived a sensitive, solitar)’ and undistinguished life. 
“If only somebody could stir him out of his laziness !” c.xclaimed 
one of his teachers. “IVhy, this fellow could do anjtliing if he 
chose — but he never chooses.” That was precisely tlie trouble 
with Thackeray. He could never settle do\s'n to one thing. One 
day' he svould translate Horace; the next day he would make 
fimny sketches; the day after that, he would write satirical verses. 
Everything he did was good, but not good enough. He didn’t 
concentrate on anything sufficiently to become an axpert at that 
one thing. 

Certainly he didn’t concentrate on his studies. After t^^•o years 
of drifting at the university, he was inrited to lca\’e — wthout his 
degree. 

And so he left the imiversity and drifted along through the 
world. He traveled to the continent, and \Tsitcd the museums and 
the theaters and the libraries, and made sketches, and wrote 
poems, and gbsen-cd the vanity and the pity and tlic beauty of 
life. A long, lanky, taciturn young aristocrat — he had inherited 
about §100,000 — ^%yith a voracious ambition for glory and an 
infinite distaste for work; A paradox in appearance as well as in 
temperament. He had the body of a gi.'mt, the face of a dicrub 
and the nose of a clown. He had broken his nose in a fight at the 
Charterhouse School, a'nd he remained dhfigured for life. “Were 
it not for my broken nose,” he once remarked jestingly, “I might 
have got a job as a circus gi.'mt. When I applied for the job, the 
showTnan examined me critically, and then shook his head. 
‘You’re nigh tall enough, young man, but I’m afraid you’re too 
hugly.’” . 
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Idle da)-', playful nights — and a bitter experience. The grow- 
ing pains of a gifted mind. In the course of his drifting he found 
himself one evening in a gaming house. A thrilling but expensive 
business. Within a few months he was stripped of his entire 
fortune. 

And then he settled down to the serious business of life. 


II 

Hf. TPJF.D ART for a while, but realized that his talent was in- 
adequate. And then he decided upon literature. In his travels 
he had seen “many cities and men” — and everywhere the same 
bus)-body aimlessness. “And behold, all is vanity and a striving 
after wind.” He would be a modem Koheleth, an observer of the 
passing show and, if possible, a humble commentator upon the 
meaning of some of its obscure pa'sages. 

To this end, he began to write poems and cssa)-s and stories — 
and most of them were rejected. And there was good reason for 
their rejection. Thacl'.cray wrote at cross purposes. He was by 
cons-iction a despiser and by inclination a lover of humanity. The 
editors /ailed to understand him because they couldn’t place him. 
He v/as that most paradoxical of literary combinations — a senti- 
mental cynic. He saw the stupidity of life, but he saw it through 
a mist of sorrow. 

For Thadxray himself had entered upon a great sorrov/ at the 
very threshold of his career. He had married a beautiful Irish girl, 
Isabella Shawc, and she had given him two daughters and “the 
happiest foretaste of hca%en that ever came to any man.” And 
then she fell sid: of a fc\cr. Her body recovered, but her mind 
died. And Thachcray’s happiness died along with her mind. He 
entrusted her to tlie care of a friendly family, and threw himself 
into the maelstrom of a dub-life for which he had but little taste. 
“My sodal activity is but a lifelong effort at forgetting.” 

.•\nd his literary actidty was a lifelong effort at deriding. He 
moched at his fellows because he pitied them. Jesters, as G. K. 
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Chesterton reminds ns, are the most serious people m the -tvprid. 
There is no malice in Thackeray’s satire. The hand is the hand of 
Esau, but the voice is the voice of Jacob. 

And this is ^vhy he found it so hard to build up a literaiy' repu- 
tation. The public couldn’t make head or tail out of a writer who 
used a whip only to caress. Even his own children, as they grew 
older, upbraided him for the subtlety of his humor. “^Vhy don’t 
you write simple humor, like Dickens, so that everybody will un- 
derstand you?” 

Thackeray was keenly disappointed at his inability to sell his 
literary svares. Unable to get into the m'agazincs, he started a 
magazine of his ossm. The National Standard. The venture only 
enabled him to make a “gaby” of himself. But “E thou hast ne\ cr 
been a fool,” as he obseiv’ed in Lovcl the Widower, “be sure tliou 
■wilt never be a ^^•ise man.” 

The magazine failed, and Thackeray continued to learn wis- 
dom through his folly. Little by little his compositions were find- 
ing lodgment in the obscure comers of the magazines. “A writer 
of slight cssa)^, of scraps of pretty verses, nothing more,” ob- 
served one of the editors. 'Whereupon Thackeray retorted, “I’ll 
show you that I am a better man than you think.” 

It took him a long time to show. While Dickems, his junior by 
one year, •was the toast of London, Thackeray svas “that obscure 
young satirist -vyhom nobody ever reads.” He ^^TOtc a superb stoiy, 
The Great Hoggarty Diamond — ^“what is there better in Fielding 
or in Goldsmith?” asked John Sterling — and several magazines 
turned it do'vm. He applied for a job as editor of lire Foreign 
Quarterly Review — “please to think of your humble servant, who 
could really, I belicv'c, do the duty vcr>’ well” — and his applica- 
tion was thro^m into the ^vaste basket. He offered to write a scries 
of articles for Blacfnvood’s Magazine — “I belong to a couple of 
clubs in tliis village and can get together plenty of rambling stuff" 
— ^but his offer fell upon deaf cars. It was a discouraging business, 
this futile effort to make a living by tlic pen. But he stuck to it — 
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"Svhat else can I do?” — and finally, after t^vclvc years of uninter- 
rupted failure, he 'svon a slight measure of success. 

The first of iiis moderately successful compositions ^s'as The 
Irish Sketch Book. The book reached a sale of looo copies. 
Thackeray could hardly believe his eyes ^s•hcn he read the report. 
“At last,” he exclaimed wth a tvTy grin, “I am almost as popular 
as Dickens, whose books sell about 100,000 each.” 

And then, wth tlic munificence of the man who had “arrived,” 
he ad\TScd a literary friend in Ireland, the novelist Charles Lever, 
to come and tr\* his fortune in England. He even offered to help 
him financially — an offer tvhich, as Lever humorously observed, 
is like teaching your friend to 5 ^%-^ ^^•hcn you yourself arc strug- 
gling to keep your head above ^vatcr. 

Tlic intoxication of Iris first success soon wore off, and Thack- 
eray returned to his obscurity and his sadness. A friend of his, 
referring to The Irish Sketch Book, remarked that it must be 
great fun to ■write a book of such sparkling humor. For answer, 
Thackeray told him a little story. One day a sick man came to a 
doctor’s office to be examined. “You’re too mclanclioly,” said the 
doctor, “^\'hat you need is something to cheer you up. \S' hy don’t 
you go to the pantomime and watch the antics of the famous 
clo^sm, Pulcindlo?” 

“I,” said the sick man, “am Pulcincllo.” 

Thackeray laughed, he said, because he felt so much like cry- 
ing. ‘'^Vhat funny things I’ve wtten,” he observed in one of his 
letters, ‘Svhen fit to hang m>-sclf !” 

Ill 

Hje continued to 'WRITE his funny stories and poems and articles, 
and tlic public repaid him ^rith a handful of pence and a scatter- 
ing of applause. Indeed, the public hardly kne^v his name. In his 
exaggerated desire for anominity, he had assumed a number of 
pen names — Titmarsh, Yelloaplush, Ikey SoloTr.or.s, Mapr 
Gehegan, Fclkstor.c Centerhury, CoUch hlttfj, Leor.itus Huggle-- 
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stone, Fitzboodle, Mrs. Ticklctoby, Paul Pindar, Fitz-Jeames de 
la Pluche and Frederick Haltamont de Montmorency. This as- 
sumption of many disguises was but another paradox in his para- 
doxical character. Though hungry for personal fame, he did 
everything in his power to keep himself impersonal._^ 

Yet Thackeray foimd ample justification for his pseudonyms. 
“My secondary ambition,” he said, “is to be famous; t)ut my 
primary ambition is to make a living for my children.” And he 
was able to make his living only through the continual bombard- 
ment of the magazines at so much — or rather at so little — per 
word. “It may so happen to a literary man,” he explained in one 
of his letters, “that the stipend which he receives from one pub- 
lication is not sufficient to boil his family pot, and that he must 
write in some other quarter. If Brown writes articles in the daily 
papers, and articles in the weekly and monthly periodicals too, 
and signs the same name to them all, he weakens his force by ex- 
tending his line!” And so, in order that he might not intrude his 
name too often, he concealed it altogether. “IVho is this new 
W'ritcr?” asked a magazine reader on one of those rare occasions 
when Thackeray signed his own name to an article. “His work 
is so amateurish compared to the work of Titmarsh.” 

Thackeray was now “nearly come to forty year” and remained 
still anonymous and obscure. He felt bitter about his obscurity. 
“My friend,” he •wrote in one of his articles, “black boots, clean 
knives, do anything, but don’t turn literary man.”-Tor literature, 
he observed on another occasion, is neither a business nor a pro- 
fession; it is a misfortune. 

Yet he stuck to his misfortune. For he ^vas determined to show 
the tvorld that he ^vas “a better man than you think.” Tliis de- 
termination resulted (1847) in that interesting literary experi- 
ment — Vanity Fair, “a novel without a hero.” 

lliackcray ^\•.^sn’t at all certain about the value of Vanity Fair. 
“I ^v■o^dcr whether iliis will take, the publishers accept it, and the 
world read it.” ^\nd at first it didn’t take. Thackeray submitted 
•the opening chapters to Colburn’s Magazine, and the editor rc- 
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turned the manuscript. “This man/’ he said, “can’t Vvrite fiction.” 
The editor of another magazine returned the storj’ wth the com- 
ment, “The ^vords arc as light as feathers of lead.” Still another 
editor, Maevey Napier of the Edinburgh Review, observ'cd that 
“one requires to be very much on one’s guard in accepting the 
work of mere strangers ... In a journal like the Edinburgh it 
is always of importance to keep up in respect of names,” 

Sc\’eral other magazine and book publishers refused Vanity 
Fair before the editor of Punch finally accepted it. 

The public was slow to recognize the merits of the book. But 
the critics and the writers saw at once that here ^vas a new land- 
mark in English literature. “I brought away the last four numbers 
of Vanity Fair/^ \sTOtc Mrs. Carlyle to her husband, “and I have 
read them during the night . . . Completely beats Dickens out 
of the tvorld.” And Abraham Hayward, in a review that ap- 
peared after only a few installments of the novel had been pub- 
lished, prophesied that 'fVanity Fair is assured of immortality as 
ninety-nine hundredths of modem novels arc sure of annihila- 
tion.” Several other rc\dcwcrs hailed the book as a masterpiece. 
But it remained for the novelist, Charlotte Bronte, to proridc the 
full measure of appreciation for this work of her fellow-crafts- 
man. Her o^ra recently published novel, Jane Eyre, had created 
a sensation. Yet in the midst of her triumph she found the time 
and the generosity to acclaim a rival \s-ork which, in her opinion, 
deserved an even greater triumph. “There is a man in our oum 
dap/’ she -ssTotc in the preface to the second edition of Jane 
Eyre, ‘Svho to my thinking comes before the great ones of society, 
much as the son of Imlah came before the throned kings of Judah 
and Israel; and who speaks truth as deep, wth a power as pro- 
phet-like and as \'ital — a mien as dauntlcs and as daring . . . 

“Why have I alluded to this man? I have alluded to him, 
Reader, because I think I see in him an intellect profoundcr and 
more unique than his contemporaries have yet recognized; be- 
cause I regard him .as the first regenerator of the day . . . be- 
cause I think no commentator on his writing has yet found the 
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comparison that sriits him, the terms \vhich rightly characterize 
his talent. They say he. is like Fielding: they talk of his Asit, 
humour, comic po^s•ers.*.Hc resembles Fielding as an eagle resem- 
bles a ^•ulture: Fielding could stoop on carrion, but Thackeray 
never does. His %nt is bright, his humour attractive, but botli bear 
the same relation to his serious genius that the mere lambent 
sheet-h'ghtning placing imder the edge of the sununcr cloud docs 
to the electric death-spark hid in its ^^•omb. Finally, I have al- 
luded to Mr. Thackeray because to him — ^if he ^viIl accept the 
tribute of a total stranger — I have dedicated this second edition 
of Jane Eyre” 

It took a supreme novelist to imderstand a supreme novel like 
Vanity Fair. This storj’, not only without a hero but also, in a 
technical sense, wthout a plot, is a ver^- slice of our hcro-lcss and 
plot-less human c-xistence. The entire book may be summarized 
in a single stanza ^vhich Thackeray wote se\-cral years after the 
publication of Vanity Fair: 

O Vanity of Vanities, 

Hon: ZLayu-'ard the decrees of Fate are; 

How very weak the very wise. 

How very small the very great arc! 


TV 

Thackeray had no\v acquired a full measure of glory and a 
comfortable liHng. But he ■vvas still unhappy. For he too, like the 
characters in his novel, was a puppet of Vanity Fair — riding per- 
petually on the mcny-go-round of human ambition and aiming 
forever at something just beyond his reach. 'When he got a house, 
he wanted a coadi and four; when he got a coach and four, he 
wanted a position in society; when he got a position in society, he 
wanted a scat in Parliament. And, although he h.adn’t the slight- 
est aptitude for politics, he ventured to oflcr himself as a candi- 
date for a scat in the House of Commons. 

Fortunately for himself — and perhaps also for England — hh 
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sense of humor prevented him from Irving too hard for his elec- 
tion. When Lord Monck, presiding at one of his rallies, said “May 
the better man vsin,” Thackeray retorted with a smile, “I hope 
not!” He knew that the rival candidate, Edward Cardwell, 
would make a much better statesman. Cardwell was elected, and 
proved to be a verv- good statesman indeed. 

And Thackeray went on with his writing, the one thing at 
which he himself was the better man. 

But his ambition kept driving him on. He undertook a series 
of lectures, “for the children’s sake,” He accepted all sorts of in- 
vitations to hear himself flattered — “this feast of flattery' is all 
the more welcome after so long a period of starvation.” He paid 
two visits to ^\merica. and came back full of honors and indiges- 
tion. “Novv the dear children are prov'ided for, the great aiuvicty 
is taken from my life, and I can breathe freely for a time.” 

But he didn’t breathe freely. He was still restless, still anxious 
to attain the unattainable. He must exchange his cabriolet for a 
brougham, his footman for a retinue of servants, his little house 
for an estate. He must keep up in his mad race with the gentry 
of Vanity Fair. “Tom Carlyle,” he wTotc to his mother, “lives 
in perfect dignity in a little £40 house at Chelsea, with a snuffy 
Scotch maid to open the door, and the best company in England 
knocking at it.” But this sort of secluded glory was not to his own 
taste. He wanted to be a man about town. “Look at the popular- 
ity of Dickens 1 ” He, too, must be a lion roaring in the parlors 
and the taverns of the world. IS’hat a comfort it was to have Lord 
Flamdoodle grasping him familiarly by the hand, and Lady 
Flamdoodle smiling upon him with that gracious aimablc liberie, 
and the waiters nodding to one another in hushed admiration as 
they served him at dinners given in his honor. He loved to tell the 
stOTv of the two Irish waiters whom he overheard while dining in 
St. Louis. “Do you know who this man is?” — “No, tell me.” — 
“This man is the famous Thacker.” — ^‘What’s he done?” — 
‘Damned if I know, but he's a great man.” 

And with each succeeding novel he kept adding to his great- 
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ness, and the tongues of the people kept ivagging in his honor, 
though damned if they kncAV why. For, to paraphrase a con- 
temporar}’ critic, everybody admired him ^d nobody read ^him. 
Even his greatest novel, Henry Esmond — ‘T stand by this book,” 
wrote Thackeray to his American publisher, James T. Fields, 
“and I am willing to leave it where I go as my card” — even this 
novel svas labeled as “the most beautiful and least popular story 
in English literature.'’ The public devoured the reviews and dis- 
cussed the characters and lionized the author and bought the 
book — and left it on the library table ^s•ith the pages uncuti 

Let us cut the pages and briefly glance at the story’ of Henry 
Esmond: 

In the last daj-s of the Stuarts there lived in the house of Lady 
Castlcwood a little fcllorv who did much thinking and little talk- 
ing. His name was Henry Esmond — the illegitimate son, as every- 
body thought, of the Viscount Thomas Castlcwood. As the little 
boy grew older, his education was entrusted to the Jesuit Father 
Holt, the spiritual ad\’iscr of the Castlcwoods. 

In due time, the master of Castlcwood died in the service of 
the deposed King James, and Francis Castlervood took over as 
the new master of the house. 

Henry Esmond accepted hb changed fortune in hb quiet, 
thoughtful ^vay. Nerv masters, nerv burdens. And one new su- 
preme joy. The young and pretty Lady Castlcrs’ood — she looked 
like the daughter rather than the wife of Francis — took kindly 
to Henry. .And Henry regarded Lady Castlcss’ood widi a feeling 
akin to -rvorship. .And he came to love her two children, Beatrix 
and Frank, witli the lo%’c of a devoted brother. 

At first tlrcre was peace in the Cx'^tlcwood household, and 
then a double sorrow descended upon it. .An attack of "the .'mall- 
pox dbfigured Lady Castlcwood's beautiful face; and her hus- 
band began to seek consolation for her dbfigurement in the arms 
of o'Jicr women. 

Vet the A’bcount’s coldness toward hb wife did not present 
hb jcalouss- sshen another man, I.ord Mohun, tried to pay court 

1 ^ 90 ] 



TH/\CKERAY 


to her. He challenged Lord Mohun to a duel; and although 
Henry, now a full-gro'ivn man, endeavored to fight in his master’s 
- place, the Viscount insisted upon taking his oum revenge — and 
^vas killed in the act. Just before his death, the Viscount confessed 
that Henry’ Esmond tvas the legitimate son of Thomas Castlc- 
^vood, and tliercforc the rightful heir to the Castlcwood estate. 
But Henry’s devotion toward Lady Castlewood and her children 
was greater than his love for personal glory’. He burned the con- 
fession — and remained “a servant in the house.” 

Not only that, but a detested sers’ant. For, as he lay wounded 
and imprisoned for the part he had played in the duel. Lady 
Castlewood denounced him as the cause of her husband’s death. 

Life under these conditions w’as unbearable for Henry’. He 
enlisted in the army, fought and bled under Marlborough, rose 
gradually to the rank of colonel, became an aide to General ^Vebb 
and finally, while campaigning in the Low Countries, ran across 
his old tutor. Father Holt. The priest told him the true story’ of 
his origin. Hcnry’’s father, Viscount Thomas Castlcvs'ood, had 
married his mother, a weaver’s daughter, and then had deserted 
her. She had died in a convent, and his father had taken him as 
a “charity child” into his household. 

But still he kept his origin to himself. He must not hurt those 
he loved, though they no longer loved him. 

One day, rvhilc he ^vas praying at tlie Cathedral of ^Vinchcster, 
he found to his joy tliat his prayer -was ansrvered. For Lady 
Castlcwood stood there before him. ir\s soon as their eyes met, 
tlieir hearts renerved their old contact. 

And now’ a new emotion came into the heart of Henry Esmond. 
A passionate love for Lady CasUcwood’s daughter, Beatrix, now’ 
a sixtecn-yc.ar-old maid of honor at the royal court and as beauti- 
ful a coquette as ever shattered English hearts. For ten years 
Henry kept centering his hopes upon her, but in vain. She would 
have none of this penniless and nameless soldier •while so many- 
brilliant courtiers w’crc singeing their wings at the candlcflame of 
her charms. 
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And no^v Henry’s old love for the Castle^voods discovered a 
new outlet — a devotion totvard Beatrix’s brother, Frank, a 
youngster as reckless and as charming and as lovable as his sister. 
Henry campaigned ■with him and protected him through several 
battles, and attended to his education, and took a paternal and 
Eomctvhat apprehensive interest in his marriage to a Dutch noble- 
woman considerably older than himself. 

In the meantime, Beatrix went on ^^•ith her notv' rather treaty 
pastime of breaking hearts. And finally she came to the breaking 
of her own heart. She ts-as rapidly advancing beyond the spring- 
time of her beauty, and she remained still unmarried. The men 
had a tvay of “dting” for her and proposing to her and becoming 
engaged to her — and then leaving her for a more eligible catch. 
As for Henrt’ Esmond, she still kept refusing him in the hope of 
getting a better man. 

At last she got her man — the Duke of Hamilton, a widower 
who was double her rank and twice her age. Henry Esmond, 
submitting to his defeat, offered her as a tvedding present a 
beautiful diamond necklace which he had received from Lady 
Thomas Castlewood, his father’s (second) •^^^fe. 

But the Duke of Hamilton refused the offer. His bride, he 
insisted, must not accept the gift of a man Aritliout a name. 

Whereupon Beatrix’s mother replied angrily: “Heniy Esmond 
is not a man ^^'itl^o^t a name. He is Viscount Castlcwood’s la^vful 
son and true heir to the estate. We arc merely the recipients of 
his bounty.” 

.And then milady explained that she had heard the storv' of 
Hcnr\-’s origin from the old Viscountess. “And he has never 
breathed a ^vord of it to anybody.” 

The eve of the ■^sxdding between Beatrix and tlic Duke of 
Hamilton. A duel bet^veen the Duke and the old Castlewood 
nemesis. Lord Mohun. Hamilton is killed in the duel, and Bcatri.x 
is left once more alone. 

But still she refused Hcnr)-. For now she had another m.m 

[/ps] 



THACKERAY 


dangling after her — this time tlic greatest catdi of them all, the 
young Stuart Prince, pretender to the British throne. 

Tlic Prince, hotvc\'cr, was interested in Beatrix not as his wfc 
but as his mistress. Henry Esmond and Beatrix’s brother, Frank 
Castlewood, had both espoused the cause of the Stuart Prince. 
"When they learned of Stuart’s designs upon Beatrix, however, 
they broke their s^vords, denounced the Prince, and left him to 
his own cHl fate. 

And then, as the pretender and Beatrix escaped to France, tlie 
air of London rvas electrified with the fateful cry: “Queen Anne 
is dead I Long live George Hanover, tlie ne%v King !” 

As for Henn- Esmond and Lady Castlerv'ood, they turned to 
each other for solace, and their solace ripened into married love. 
The renewed love of their olden da^-s. “For the oldest loves arc the 
nc^s•est — and the best.” 


V 

Thackeray’s experience in an old friendship ^vas akin to Hcniy' 
Esmond’s c.\pcricncc in an old love. Charles Dickens had alwajs 
been one of Thackeray’s earliest and best friends. But a quarrel 
had arisen — among literary compeers it takes but a spark to be 
fanned into a flame of dissension — and for several years the two 
men didn’t speak to each other. And then one evening — Thack- 
eray -was now in his fifty-third year — the two met on the stairs 
of the Atlicnacum, and Tliackcray impukivcly held out his hand 
to Dickens. Tlic latter returned tlic greeting, and the old quarrel 
was p<atchcd up. 

It was as if Thackeray knew that he must make haste to s.ay 
hail and farewell to his old friend. For it was only a few nights 
later — ^December 23, 1863 — that he went to sleep for the last 
time. The Master had called the roll; and Tliackcray, like the 
beloved Colonel Ncwcomc in one of his novels, responded gently, 
“Adsum — I am here.!’ 
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Important IVorlcs by Did:ens 


Picf.-zi-:cf: Papers 
Oliver Tivbt 
Nicholas Nicklcby 
Bamahy Rudf:c 
The Old Curiosity Shop 
Marlin Chuzdcivtl 
A ChristTnes Carol 


Dombey end Son 
David Copperfield 
Bleak House 
Hard Times 
Little Dorrilt 
A Tele cj Tieo Cities 
Greet expectations 
Our Mutual Friend 



Charles Dickens 

1812-1870 



T-RE world of CHARLES DICKENS was a World of lo^-ablCj fool- 
ish, blundering, blustering, mischic\'ous, playful and hopeful chil- 
dren. And he lumsclf was one of them'. 

Yet his oivn childhood tvas far from being either plajdul or 
hopeful. Small and sickly and undernourished, he suffered from 
periodic fits of commlsions. “This child,” said his father, ‘Svill 
never live to experience the bitterness of maturity.” 

His father was a boon companion to bitterness, and he shared 
it all-too-gcncrously -^s-ith his family. , A clerk in the naval station 
at Portsca, he earned his money too slowly and spent it too 
rapidly. As a result, he ^vas compelled to s^s'im perpetually against 
a rising tide of debts. 'When Charles %vas two years old, his father 
■was transferred to London. This meant a slight increase in salary- 
amd a tremendous increase in the opportunity to spend it. And, 
to add to his troubles, John Dickens was not only profligate but 
prolific. Wi thin a few years he brought eight children into the 
■world. 

-Vnd left it to a kindly ProHdcncc to raise them. As for him- 
self, he ivent to live in the security of Uic debtor’s prison at 
hlarshalsca. 
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Under an cn\'ironmcnt such as this, there was but little pros- 
pect for Charles to receive a formal education. The three R’s at 
his mother’s knee, a smattering of Latin at a school kept by the 
Rcv'crcnd Mr. Giles, an occasional visit to the theater under the 
patronage of his cousin, James Lamcrt — and at the age of eleven 
Charles Dickens was ready to graduate from learning to earning.. 

At first he earned a few pennies by singing comic songs to the 
water-front characters at Limehousc. “This boy,” exclaimed one 
of the delighted cocknej's, “his a rcggelcr progidy, so ’elp me!” 
But Charles was wasting his talents in the suburbs of Vagabondia- 
There was not enough money to be earned in singing to these 
stepchildren of the world. And so his father, with the help of 
James Lamcrt, got him a more “sohd” Job — as a paster of labels 
in a blacking factory’ at Hungerford Stairs. 

It was a dreary business standing in the front window of the 
factory, pasting labels from sunrise to sunset, while the crowds 
of passersby stopped to make remarks about the “queer little fel- 
low with the elev’er fingers.” ^Veek ends, ho^vcver, he felt like a 
rich man with his “fabulous” salary' of sLx shillings {about a dollar 
and a half). Spending tuppence — an c-xtravagant price! — on a 
bit of stale pastry for himself, he took the rest of the money to his 
parents, Sundays he walked v%ith his father — John Dickens had 
now been released from tlic debtor’s prison — out of cockneyiand 
into fairyland. One of his favorite objectives in this “fairyland 
of tlic rich” was the gorgeous manrion on Gads Hill. “Some day, 
if you persevere and work hard,” said his father, “you may live 
in this very house.” 

“What an impossible dream !” thought Charles. 

II 

As DiCKZKs GREW OLDER, hc Worked hard and persevered and 
became ambitious. If he couldn’t live in a rted fairyland, perhaps 
hc might be able to create a fictitious one. Hc decided to become 
a writer. 
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He began Iiis writing career as the founder and editor of a 
nctvspapcr at the Wellington House Academy — a school which 
he attended for a short period between jobs. And he was his o-4\-n 
nc\s-sdealcr. He sold his paper for marbles and pieces of slate 
pencil, and regarded himself quite a successful businessman. 

But his parents needed something more than marbles and slate 
pencils to live on, and so they took him out of school {at fifteen) 
and put him to work in a lar\7cr’s office. 

Dickens, however, didn't want to be a Ia\s7cr. He ^vas deter- 
mined to be an author. He taught himself shorthand, and 

Began to record the cosmic shoui 
Of panting humanity on the go. 

By day he was now (at twenty) a parliamentary reporter; and 
by night, a writer of fictitious sketches of London life. He signed 
these sketches with the pen name of Boz. 

Some of these sketches were published — ^s^thout pay — in a 
paper called the Monthly Magazine. When he saw the first of his 
Boz stories in print, he walked do^^•n to Westminster Hall “and 
turned into it for half an hour” — are quoting his own ^^•o^ds — 
“because my eyes ^vcrc so dimmed ssith joy and pride that they 
could not bear the street . . 

It was a zestful and eventful and indefatigable life that young 
Boz was leading in those dajs. The most earnest of hustlers in his 
worktime, tlic most vivacious of companions in his plavtimc. 
“IVhat a face is his to meet in a drawing-room !” e.\claimcd Leigh 
Hunt. “It has the life and the soul of fifty human beings.” 

Yet his face hadn't tlic life and the soul — or rather his purse 
hadn't tlie shillings and the pounds — ^to win the one human being 
he loved above all others'. Maria Bcadncll, the daughter of a bank 
manacer. “Dickens is a nice young fellow; but as a writer of 
stories, hc''ll never be able to stipport me in style.” 

And so Dickens lost Maria. She married a wealthier suitor — 
who within a few years became a pauper. .:\nd Dickens went on 
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•ivith the \vTiting of his stories — and became one of the richest men 
of England. 

Ill 

DickjEN's ^vas in his early t^s’cntics when the first shower of gold 
descended upon him. His Sketches by Boz had come to the atten- 
tion of the publishers, Chapman and Hall, who commissioned 
him to \sTite a monthly serial aroimd the sporting pictures of the 
popular artist, Robert Sc)’mour. This serial %s’as ordered as a 
routine piece of hack-work. Under the inspired pen of Dickens, it 
turned out to be the immortal Ptcinvick Papers'. 

The first fe^v numbers of the PicJranck Papers ■were not very 
popular. Yet they gave Dickens sufficient courage to marry the 
“second choice” among his young female acquaintances — Cath- 
erine Hogarth. And then there came a sudden blow, the suicide 
of Robert Sc>Tnour, and an equally sudden stroke of good luck, 
the selection of Hablot Knight Bro%m (who adopted the pen 
name of Phiz) as the new illustrator. 

From that moment the success of the Piclnvick Papers was 
assured. Boz and Phiz made a perfect team. They stimulated 
each other to heights of “sublime nonsense”— ^JJasages that \vcpt 
•with laughter and laughed with tears. 

And Dickens too, as he ^vTOte the Pickivich Papers, was com- 
pelled to weep in the midst of his laughter. For he lost Mary 
Hogarth, his wife’s sister, -who had been li%-ing -irith them since 
their marriage. For t\s-o months he -was unable to go on ^s^th his 
serial. “Since the appearance of the last number of this work,” 
c-xplaincd his publishers, “the author has to mourn the sudden 
death of a vciy dear young relative to whom he svas most affec- 
tionately attached, and whose society had been for a long time the 
chief solace of his labours.” 

He ncs'cr completely recovered from his grief. Evcr>' death scene 
that he wrote thereafter ■was but tlic reopening of an old wound. 
Y hen he resumed his Picl-zvick Papers, he ^va5 a sad and sage old 
man of l\vcnty-fouri 
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And the toast of London. The entire city had blossomed out 
into Boz cabs, Pick'svick tics and Sam Weller corduroys. “There 
isn’t a place in England,” wrote a contemporary, “to ^vhich Boz 
has not penetrated . . . Dr. Benjamin Brodie takes it to read in 
his carriage between patient and patient; and Lord Denman 
studies Pickwick on the Bench while the juiy- arc deliberating.” A 
man on the point of death said to his priest, “Tliank God I can 
now die in peace. I have just read the last number of Pickwick f 

As a result of his popularity, the publishers ovcnvhclmcd 
Dickens ^vith commissions for articles, stories and novels. And he 
accepted them all. “Life is so short, and my fanc>' is so full of 
characters tliat beg to be brought into life.” He almost killed him- 
self with overwork. In one year he wrote simultaneously three 
novels, edited a magazine and, in his spare moments, dashed off 
an operetta and a farce. 

And in the evening he cut a lively caper in society — ^not the 
society of tlic gentry, but of the intellectuals, “the salt of tire 
earth.” One of the most interesting of all the Dickens characters 
^\•as his otvTi smiling figure — “a flower come to life in the draw- 
ing-room,” resplendent in his bright green %s-aistcoat, lavender 
trousers, scarlet necktie and a pair of eyes that beamed a loHng 
“God-blcss-you” upon one and all. 

He burned his candle at both ends, and rejoiced in the glow. 
He squandered his money and his health, and piled up his books, 
and increased his fame and multiplied his family — but with a 
tvoman he did not love. Though not unattracti\-c phracally, 
Catherine tvas a^\•k^va^d — “she manages to scrape her shin 
against c\'ciy chair” — and niggling and suspicious and prone to 
sudden and unjustifiable outbursts of temper. This, it must be 
admitted in all fairness, is the picture we get of Catherine through 
the eyes of Dickens. Without a doubt there ^s•as somclliing to be 
said for her side of the story, too. Unfortunately, she hadn’t the 
talent, like her husband, to say it. At any rate, it required a 
woman of e.xtraordinaiy tact to be the ^s•ifc of a celebrity %vhc was 
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the adoration of all the -women of England. And Kate Dickens 
had no extraordinary tact. 

Whatever the cause of their marital incompatibility’, Charles 
Dickens had to season the s^veetness of success ^\^th the worm- 
\v’ood of discontent. For the present, however, he s%vallowed the 
mixed drink of his destiny and went on with his work. 

rv 

At thirty he paid his first \’isit to America — a visit which 
began in mutual anticipation and ended in mutual disappoint- 
ment. After a triumphant tour of lectures and dinners and 
demonstrations in Boston, in New York, in Philadelphia, in Balti- 
more, in IVashington and in a dozen other American cities, he 
came to look upon the New \Vorld, and the New World came to 
look upon him, as somewhat of a sentimental humbug. Familiar- 
ity had bred contempt, and each was prone to exaggerate the 
faults of the other. “There is altogether too much spitting in 
America,” he said. And then he went on to describe how once, on 
a railway journey, “the flashes of saliva flew so perpetually and 
incessantly out of the \\’indows all the -^vay, that it looked as if 
they were ripping open feather-beds inside, and letting the ivind 
dispose of the feathers.” And Dickens, complained America in 
turn, “is biting the hand that is pouring money into his pockets. 
He is nothing but an imgratcful parasite.” 

While each side exaggerated the shortcomings of the other, 
there ^v•as nevertheless suflicient ground for complaint on both 
sides. Dickens suflcrcd from the “piracy’” of the American pub- 
lishers, since the American copyright law permitted the publica- 
tion of his books in this country’ without any compensation to him. 
He referred to this injustice in several of his lectures. And his 
audiences resented this airing of a private quarrel at a public 
gathering. His departure from America Uicrcfore brought a mu- 
tual sigh of relief to everybody concerned. As one of his English 
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admirers facetiously remarked: “I wish both Mr. Dicldns and the 
’Merrikins joy of their bargin.” 

Dickens returned to England and to a long scries of battles for 
the underdog. Joyous battles through the medium of fiction. With 
the pen of a caricaturist and the heart of a poet, he scolded and 
amused and threatened and wheedled the English government 
into one reform after another. His books, as Thackeray with 
something of an cn\'ious justification observed, were ^vritten for 
an audience of grownups \s-ith the mentality of children: And 
Dickens thanked him for the obser\'ation. “Precisely. I am writing 
for the human race.” 

A race more stupid than %’icious. But since men w'crc only 
bearded children, you could laugh them out of their stupidity by 
dangling before them a Punch and Judy show of their own 
images in distorted attitudes. A trip through the novels of Dickens 
is like a Nnsit to a pa\ilion of convex and concave mirrors. See all 
these people and their funny antics — Micawber, Pickwick, Wel- 
ler, Serjeant Buzfuz, Charles Chccryblc, Smike, Smeers, Quilp, 
Scrooge, Dick SwivcUer, Bob Cratchit, Tom Pinch. Who arc 
they but ourselves parading behind those grotesque looking- 
glasses? Our very names arc twisted into funny shapes. Yet what 
a remarkable likeness ! And how indelibly fixed they become in 
our memory ! Note how in a few phrases Dickens is able to per- 
petuate the picture of a man. “Jonas Chuzzlcwit kept tucking all 
his t-aluabics into a strong-box until tliey finally tucked his own 
valueless body into the strong-box of his coffin.” 

England, it has been said, has produced bvo of the rvorld’s 
greatest artists — ^Rcjnolds, the painter of the human body, and 
Dickens, the cartoonist of the human soul. 


V 

Birr Dickens was more than a p.-iimcr. He was a superb story- 
teller. *His facility in plot weaving was tire cmy of the more 
philosophical vet less imaginative riiackcray. hat is the use of 
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my trying to run before that man, or by his side?” once exclaimed 
the author of Vanity Fair. “I can’t touch him; I can’t get near 
him.” 

Vet in all the diversified stories of Dickens there is something 
of his o^\’n life. “This man,” remarked a contcmporar>’, “seems 
to have been cvcr)^vhcre, to have kno%vn cvcry’body, and to have 
shared in every man’s experience.” ‘Every novel is the autlior’s 
allegor)" of his ph)-sical and spiritual pilgrimage through the 
^vorld; This is especially true of the novels of Charles Dickens — 
and of David Coppcrfield in particular. “If you ^C’ant to know my 
life,” said Dickens, “read David Coppcrfield.” 

But this book, it must be emphasized, is a fictitious storj' of his 
life. “The true particulars about my life,” he once remarked to 
the French translator of David Coppcrfield, “I keep to myself.” 

David Coppcrfield is the distorted yet recognizable image of 
Charles Dickens as seen through the mirror of his comic genius. 
The very initials of David Coppcrfield (D.C.) arc tlic initials of 
Charles Dickens (C.D.) transposed. Like Charles, David is a 
child of poverty; but unlike Charles, he is compelled to live 'with 
a cruel stepfather, Edward ^Murdstonc. At clc\'cn, both David 
and Charles go to ^vork in a blacking warehouse; and here again 
there is an intermingling of fiction with fact. While David is em- 
ployed at the warehouse, he lodges with Mr. and Mrs. Wilkins 
Micawber and their brood of little children. This Mica^vber lodg- 
ing-house is in reality the home of the Dickens family. 'Wilkins 
Micawber is Charles Dickens’ father — an adorable, shiftless, 
boisterous and improvident believer in the goodnc.ss of Provi- 
dence, a man ■who always expects something to turn up yet never 
moves a finger to start the turning. Pressed by his creditors, Mr. 
Micawber is thrown into a debtor’s prison, falls constantly into 
the clutches of unscrupulous exploiters, and finally, with the help 
of David’s aunt, is enabled to mal:c a new start in Australia. 
^Vhich is probably -where Charles Dickens svould have liked to 
sec hb own father, safe and sound and bclo^rd, but as far out 
of hb sight as possible. For the nc’cr-do-well John Dickens was a 
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constant drain upon his son's purse and a constant embarrass- 
ment to his son’s peace of mind. 

The rest of the stor)-, too, is a skillful intcnvea\-ing of the real 
and the fanciful. Da\'id, like Charles, serves as a lawyer’s clerk, 
learns stenography, becomes a successful author, and marries a 
s^veet and insipid little creature. And here the similarity breaks 
off again. Da\-id loses his isife — ^the modem ps)-choanal\-sts would 
call this a wish fulhllment on the part of Charles Dickens — and 
marries a woman more congenial to his own character. 

As for the rest of the story — the marriage of the maid Peggotty 
to the coachman Barkis tvho is alwa)-s willui’, the h^'pocris)- and 
the exposure of Uriah Keep, the betraj-al of Litdc Emily and the 
death of her lover. Ham, in his effort to rescue her betrayer, 
Steerforth, from the shipwTcck — all these episodes and characters 
belong to the imaginative part of Charles Dickens" life. Imagina- 
tive, yet to the author none the les real. For in the mind of the 
creative artist it is difficult to define the border between the ficti- 
tious and the factual. ‘T live,” said Dickens, ‘Svith every one of 
my characters.” 

YI 

The older he cRstv, the more passionately he loved to associate 
^vith other people. His life had become a meny-go-round of jorial 
excitement. He ivas forever writing new books, making nc\v 
friends, learning nc^v dance steps. His daughter tells us how once, 
ha%-ing been introduced to an intricate step, he jumped out of 
bed in the middle of a cold night and began to practice it to his 
oNsn whistUng — and to the annojnnce of his awakened family. 

-'kn irresponsible, restless, capricious, C-xtra\-agant child. Ho\v 
c.asily his money kept rolling in 1 And how rapidly it kept rolling 
out! He ^vas aware of the whirligig intoxication of his life, and he 
rejoiced in it. “Heigho,” he cried jubilantly, “I am tlrrcc parts 
mad and the fourth part delirious!” 

His mind, already active far and away beyond the actirity of 
most other minds, had no^v entered upon a new a%xnuc of excite- 
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mcnt. And his tiring body followed recklessly after. He became 
a theatrical producer, manager and actor. Up and dotsTi the 
countrj'side he traveled, with a company as madcap as himself, 
reviving old pla\-s, writing new ones, flirting with the “peri- 
winkles,” and leaving cverynvhcrc behind him a trail of good 
tvill and laughter. 

He liked cspcdally to produce plays for children. For he best 
understood them, and they best understood him. In all the busy 
whirl of his activities, he tvas never too busy to entertain them. 
His house was always full of children — there ivcrc now ten of his 
own, to say nothing of the “innumerable” little playanates tvho 
came to visit them. And time and again, his daughter records, 
“Uncle Boz” would leave his work in the middle of a sentence to 
have a romp svith the “diminutive rascals.” 

In his attitude toward children, Dickens revealed himself not 
only at his funniest, but at hk tenderesL A friend of his relates 
how he was svalking -with Dickens through the slums on a cold 
winter night. “At the door of one of the penny lodging-houses 
(it was growing towards morning, and the ratv air almost cut me 
to the bone), I saw him snatch a little child out of its poor 
drunken mother’s arms, and bear it in, filthy as it was, that it 
might be warmed and eared for.” Another of hb friends gives 
us an equally charming picture of Dickens as the ttvo of them 
were walking through the Hungerford Market. In front of them a 
coal-heaver was carrying a child whose rosy, smudgy face was 
peeping over its father’s shoulder. Dickens winked at the child, 
and the child winked back at Dickens. And tlicn, tins common 
bond of understanding having been cstablbhcd between them. 
Dickens bought a bag of cherries at a fruit stand, and fed them to 
the child one by one without the father’s noticing anything of 
the little comedy. 

All life, as Dickens and the children knetv, could be tunicd 
into a comedy if you only looked at it in the right way. Destiny, 
too, was feeding its cherries to Dickens, and giving him great 
joy and a pleasant taste in the mouth. 
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And final indigestion. Dickens had bought Gads Hill, the 

palace his father had once told him he might some day possess 
if he persevered and worked hard. .And the possession of this 
house and its upkeep meant more perseverance and more hard 
work. And more friends, and more entertainment, and more irri- 
tation on the part of his wife — and a final definite break \vith 
her. 

.And then, a breakdorra in his health. But no interruption to 
his work. Expenses were mounting, and a hungry public ^vas 
clamoring for more and more of his stories and of his personal 
appearances. He imdertook a series of public readings from his 
o^sm novels — in England, in .America. .And c^'cr^where he \sas 
ovenvhelmed ^s•ith torrents of gold and applause. From Exeter 
he AsTote to a London friend, “I ne%'cr beheld anything like the 
personal affection •which they poured out upon me.” In New 
\ ork a woman stopped him in the street and said, “Air. Dickens, 
pray let me touch the hand that has filled my home with so many 
friends.” It seemed as if “everybody rvho has read my stories is 
now arudous to hear me re-read them.” .And no wonder. For 
“this man,” as a Boston lady remarked, “is a veritable magician 
• . . a ^vhole stock company in himself ... He seems to be 
phracally transformed as he passes from one character to another; 
he has as many distinct voices as his books have characters.” 
There were times ^vhen the entire audience ^^•ould be carried 
away on a stream of h'^stcrical adulation. There was no stopping 
the outbursts of laughter and tears and the clapping of hands 
and the stamping of feet and the frenzied shouts of encore, encore, 
and yet another encore! 

.And Dickens humored his admirers ^^•ith his encores, and 
gathered his earnings, and drained himself of his strength. .After 
a five montlis' tour of .America he came back ^rith a hundred 
thousand dollars in his purse — and -with the stamp of death upon 
his face. 

Though his heart was srill the heart of a child, his body ^vas 
now the body of a very old man. “The least excitement," wrote a 
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friend in her diarj', “\s-ill make the blood rush into his hands until 
they become at times almost black.” His digestion had become so 
impaired that he wzs unable to touch solid food. His daUy menu 
consisted of a few biscuits soaked in cream, a cup of beef tea, a 
glass of sherry, and an eggnog ■irith a dash of rum to give it “a 
human taste.” He suffered from continual insomnia, and he felt 
a peculiar numbness in his left foot, “as if part of me were already 
dead.” 

Yet he ^vent on wth his readings — through the spring of 1869 
and then, after a brief midsummer rest, throughout the fall and 
the winter of i86g and into the spring of 1870. 

And then he no longer had the strength for the exertion. “From 
these garish lights,” he said at his final appearance, “I \'anish 
now for evermore ^s•ith a heartfelt, grateful, respectful, affection- 
ate fare\s‘ell.” 

It ^vas only a fe^v weeks later that he made his first appearance 
before his new public. An immortal audience of laughter-loving 
children — “for of such is the kingdom of heaven.” 
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Important ^Vorl:s by Dostoyc\'sI:y 

Poor Folk 
The Double 


The Landlady 
The Family Friend 
The House of Death 
filers from the Undcruorld 
Crime end Punishment 


The Gambler 
The Idiot 
The Demons 
The Brothers Karemazoa 
The Eternal Husband 
The Dream of a 
Queer Fellou: 



Feodor Mikhailovich 

Dostoyevsky 

1821-1881 



ORiGiN'ALt.v the Dostoyevsky'S were a Catholic family from 
Lithuania, yvith Norse blood in their veins. Sprung from the loins 
of a Greek Orthodox priest, they were proud, intolerant and de- 
vout. And verv' poor. They ys'crc hungry for the \%'ord of God and 
hungiy for ;vheat. They moved into the Ukraine, changed their 
religion to something more in keeping yvith the strain of Norman 
blood yvithin them, and sought food and the eternal ans\>cr to 
the eternal question of the soul. They rverc a tribe of nomad in- 
tellectuals yvho would go anwhcrc on an impulse— into heaven 
or into damnation, but never into obscurity. 

Feodor was bom in 1821 of this strange breed of Norman 
Catholicism, brooding splendor. His father was staff doctor in a 
^foscow hospital for^thc poor. And that was right. It u-as im- 
pressed upon the boy that intellectuals c.xist not by virtue of their 
intellect, but because they arc staff doctors to the poor ... In 
the ■winter. Moscoiv is pierced with a wind that lca\cs not only 
a melody in the car but a stab in the heart. Doctor Dc?noyc\skys 
hospital is croyvdcd yrith every sign of Nature s hard dealing t\ith 
man. In the summer, yvhen Ac u-ind is yN-arm, children yviA one 
leg and old folk wasting ayy-ay yviA 61 A and disease arc seen 



LRTNG BIOGRAPHIES OF FAMOUS NO\^LISTS 

hobbling over the hospital garden next to Feodor’s house — mad 
question marks against the smiling landscape. 

The garden of the sick. This was one of Feodor’s first recol- 
lections. His consciousness became early aware of life’s amazing 
paradox — the suffering of man amidst the beauty of nature. The 
quaking clash of the oppositcncss of life shook him to the depths. 

A high rvall shut Feodor’s house from the garden. But as soon 
as he ^vas able to walk, he found that nothing separated him from 
that beauty, and that suffering. There rs'as a gate in the wall. He 
opened it . . . And then one night his father in a terrible frenz)’ 
slammed the gate in his face and told him never to open it again. 
But Feodor kne^s• that the gate was waiting to be opened by 
someone ^vho rvould defy' a thrashing, even welcome a thrashing. 
He decided that so long as his father held the key as a jailer, 
he rvould thrash himself three times a day for the joy it ivould 
bring him as a sufferer along with those who suffered on the other 
side of the wall. Sufferers in the midst of beauty. One had to be 
in pain in order to walk in a garden . . . 

Doctor Dostoyc%-sky was very strict with Feodor and his brother 
Mikhail. Always, rvhen there rvas a gate through a rvall, he 
shut it. And when there was no wall, he built one. The boys were 
not allowed to associate ^vith anyone outside of the family. As a 
result of tliis strictness, Feodor grew up to be a recluse. IS^hcn he 
entered the engineering scliool at Petersburg — he ^vas sixteen at 
the time — the teachers and the pupils alike regarded him as a 
snob. His only companions were his dreams. “I dream of the 
great and the beautiful. I live in a world of dreams. I am rvriting 
a romantic drama.” 

He lived in the abstract because his father had never allowed 
him to live in the concrete. What did he know about a romantic 
drama? His father had commanded his young puritan offspring 
nc^■e^ to mention women — except in dramatic verse. At sixteen 
tlie young Ru.ssian devils of the engineering school knew all about 
women. They taunted and abu.«ed the white-skinned little monk- 
poet in tlieir miist. 
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But after a ^vhilc, friendship came stealing in upon him 
through a forbidden channel. For he had met some litcrar>- folk 
like himself — feIIo^v dreamers who read Pushkin and %vrotc 
poetr)’. And tvho occasionally sought the companionship of 
women. Feodor had become passionately attached to these young 
men. But this attachment was beyond the comprehension of his 
father. “Build a ^vaII around yourself. Keep arvay from the con- 
tamination of your fellows.” Feodor had written to his fatircr, 
begging him for a little money to buy a ne%v suit of clothes, to 
dine out in comfort with his friends and — yes — to sin a little. To 
these requests Feodor received nothing but angry retorts. His 
father had moved from the hospital to a country' estate. The 
expenses of this estate, he complained, were eating up all his 
resources. His sons, he declared, would be beggars when he died 
if they did not cease asking him for money — “alwajs for more 
money ...” 

Feodor noticed that the handwriting was unsteady. Too much 
vodka — an old \veakncss of his father’s. And one day he received 
a letter from his father’s house — not in that pitifully unsteady 
hand\sTiting, but in the hand of another. And he read that his 
father had taken a trip to overlook some property and had never 
returned . . . Found smothered to death under the cushions 
of his carriage . . . The coachman had disappeared with the 
horses. And it was whispered that this ^s■as a crime of vengeance 
committed by the serfs who could no longer stand the cruelty 
uf the landowner Dostoyc\-sky. And many of the HUagers, it was 
Tumored, had taken part in the plot . . . 

Feodor never mentioned his father’s name again. But the mur- 
der of the elder Dostoye\-sky, and its probable cause, produced a 
riolcnt turmoil in his soul. ^Vith a curse as of Cain upon him. He 
looked into the night. 

II 

Asm the night was filled with \-isions. They intrigued him and 
terrified him and pointed to a great moral. And he put these 
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visions down on paper — psychological stories of adventure, 
dramas that were enacted not outside but within his characters. 
And an abstraction.took form in the shape of a monster that held 
him by the eye. The Russian people. He %s’ould interpret it, work 
for it, slave for it. He would carry fire and water for its genius 
. . . and massage it into expression from the huge feet up to the 
head. At Petersburg among the intellectuals he had seen only the 
head. Now for the feet. These suffering millions that made up the 
feet, he had observed, expressed themselves most freely in the 
drinking house over a glass of vodka. Shy and fastidious as he 
was, he went into the dram shops of Petersburg to listen to the 
“stepchildren of Mother Earth.” He was not the sort of man that 
strangers talk to. 'His face was homely and morose, and his eyes 
Averc out of focus. And so he invited men not for conversation 
at the table, but for a game of billiards where the face is lo\s'crcd 
and the ears are keen. 

A poor player and good listener, he lost money and gained wis- 
dom. And one day a manuscript of his fell into the hands of a 
discerning Russian critic. The critic sent for Dostoyc\'sk>’. “Young 
man, do you kno\v tvhat you have just written? No, you do not. 
You cannot understand yet.” 

Dostoyc\'sky had called his manuscript Poor Folk. It was the 
story of men ^vho had been only half-created — pitiable bits of 
clay misshaped by the fingers of clumsy angels. Crippled bodies 
and souls. Human paradoxes. Idiots w’ith beautiful eyes. Giants 
witli t^s^stcd limbs. Dostoyc\’sky looked at the lives of these poor 
folk, and he found therein neither reason nor rhyme. 

And then he turned to the intcllcctuab again. They, at least, 
would help him find an order in creation, a meaning in life. These 
intellectuals would change the face of society, would overthrow 
die Czar in Russia and set up a republic of free men. Not God 
but Man himself must be his own Saviour. The mind of Man 
must be put to work in order to kindle the heart of Man from 
suffering into ecsta-w. 

Feodor comes to the parlor consultations of these radical intcl- 



DOSTOYEVSKY 


kctuals %vho -would change the heart oi the world. He adds his 
ouTi voice to their outcries against the injustice oi the govern' 
ment officials. At one o£ the meetings he is arrested. A pcrfunc- 
tor)- trial, and then he is marched off to the Peter Paul Fortress, 
to await his doom together with the other political offenders. 

His body is imprisoned. But how can they imprison his mind? 
How can they lock up infinity within the four walls of a cell? 

And now they put him into a coach and lake him to the 
Semenov' Drill Grounds. It is the Christmas season. The air is 
brisk. Other coaches arrive with other political prisoners. Troops 
stand at attention, ready to carry out the sentence of the military 
court — death. A priest, with a crucifix in his hands, leads the 
prisoners to a platform draped in black. Batch by batch they are 
brought to face the firing squad. Feodor is in the third batch. He 
figures that he has about five minutes to live. Strange how alert 
his mind can be at such a moment . . . 

And then, as the soldiers raise their rifles, a horseman gallops 
up to the platform with a message from the Czar. A reprieve for 
the prisoners. Their death sentence has been commuted to an 
c,xile in Siberia. A grim jest for the Little Father. One of the men, 
as he hears of his reprieve, goes raving mad. Another cries bit* 
terly, “Better if I had been shot !” For they know that the death- 
in-life of Siberia is a punishment worse than death. 

Ill 

Ox ciiiusTMAS EVE they marched Dostoyevskv’ from the Peter 
Paul Fortres to the train for Siberia. At the first stop, a woman 
pressed a Bible into his hands. It was the only practical guide- 
book for a traveler going into that wasteland. Between the pages 
of the Bible he found a note for twenty-five roubles — enough to 
buy him tobacco, linen, soap and white bread. 

But not enough to buy him peace of mind. It was not easy 
for a fashionable and comfort-loving young man to pass his time 
in a convict’s suit witli his arms and legs in chains. His hands, 
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which had never worked with anjthing hca\ier than a pen, were 
busy now at hard labor. Shy and timid to a fault, he %vas thro\vn 
amongst the most notorious thieves and murderers of Russia. The 
irredeemable w'ere his constant companions. They intruded in his 
thoughts and threatened to commit a crime far more dreadful 
than any they had perpetrated before. This crime was the knife- 
less murder of a mind. 

But Dostoyevsky’s mind refused to be slain. In the excess of 
his bewilderment the great problem of human destiny once more 
agitated him. And he found that the prison camp in Siberia was 
merely another chamber of the billiard room in Petersburg . . . 

And then, as he brooded, there came to him a nc^v• light. Tlie 
redempdon of the irredeemable, he now realized, came not 
through man, but through a power outside of man. He turned 
more hungrily to the Bible between whose pages he had found 
a note for twenty-five roubles — enough for white bread. And in 
its message he discovered a new and more sustaining sort of bread 
— the white bread of the soul ... It is God svho saves man, 
the sinner as well as the saint . . . 

But if God saves the sinner, what risk is there in sin? Indeed, 
sin is a posidve temptation, a draft upon the mercy of God, a 
test of His infinite goodness, just as a loan requested of a friend 
is a test of the friend’s goodness. Those intellectuals at Petersburg 
who looked for a morally better world, did they not realize that 
there would have been no meaning to the crucifixion of Jesus if 
there had not been a murderer nailed beside him to a cross? “God 
creates the sinner — and the sinner creates God.” -A world of in- 
telligent perfection, the dream of the Petersburg intellectuals, 
%s'ould annihilate the creative purpose of God — “would annihilate 
God Himself.” 

.And the more Dostoyc\'sky pondered the problem of evil, the 
more he realized that there was no equation bct^\■ccn a man’s 
crime and a man’s evil, between the punishments of the courts 
and tlic will of God. “Those whom men punish, God saves.” 
Dostoyevsky, who had talicn part in revolutionary actiritics in 
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the sincere hope of saving men, was sentenced by a sincere court 
to be punished alongside of murderers who Mled men. And there 
emerged into his consciousness the feeling that he must search 
underneath the surface of things in order to find the true logic 
of things. 

IV 

After four years in Siberia, he was released from hard labor. 
The Russian law pro\idcd, however, that the punishment was 
not as yet at an end. He was required to strve as a soldier in 
Siberia and to tvork his way up to an officer’s rank before he 
would be given tus freedom. 

He joined a regiment in the little \'illagc of Semipalatinsk and 
fell in love %sith Maria Dmitrievna, the wife of the captain of 
his company. She was “a rather pretty blonde, of middle height, 
vcr>' thin, passionate and cxaltcc.” Her husband was dring. But 
the. thought had ssvept through Feodor, “I must nev’er marr)-; 
I must lead a life of celibacy.” For in the prison a serious illness 
had manifested itself at regular intervals. Epileps)'. The doctors 
told him that epileptics mature abnormally late in life. Here he 
■vvas well into his thirties and this was the first time he had fallen 
passionately in love. It was a long postponed ardor, the pubes- 
cence of a growTi man suddenly become a boy. Maria’s husband 
died suddenly and Feodor, who called himself “a cured man,” 
disregarded the advice of his doctor, and took the widow for his 
bride. There ^vcre nasty rumors that she spent the night before 
her wedding %s'ith a lover younger than Feodor. And when he 
finally received permission to return to Russia, it ^^'as gossiped 
that the lover of his ANufe followed one stage behind thdr briishhe 
on the journey home. 

But soon the damp \Ninter climate brought a flush of scarlet 
to her face, and it %s-as crident that she too was soon to die as 
her husband had died. 

.As time passed, she became unrecognizable. No need to be 
afraid of her unfaithfulness now! Feodor, still %vTCStling wth the 
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problem of evil, remembered far back into his childhood — the 
garden of the sick. The sick on the one side of the wall; the 
healthy on the other side . . . Well, the sick must die and the 
healthy must live. His passions, long held in abeyance, hungered 
to be let loose. And he found the object of his hunger in Apol- 
linaria Pankratievna Souslov — a young student who marched in 
the Socialist demonstrations carrying a red flag and singing the 
Marseillcdse. One day she had heard him at a lecture and had 
■svritten him a letter that she loved him. 

“She was coldly sensuous. She was a tormentor even in love 
. . . The Marquis dc Sade could have taken lessons from her 
... A crime she would commit ■with too much indifference . . . 
She was as cold as the ice in winter . . . She regarded cvcr)’one 
dispassionately like an abbess of a medieval monastery . . And 
well, there was never a woman so voluptuous as she. . . 

As for her lover Feodor, there are now \vithin him two men. 
One of these men works intensely on a problem of crime and 
punishment — tracing lines, notes, characters, drawing Gothic 
windows — struggling to fashion into words the story of the 
student Raskolnikov. For had he not pledged himself to search 
the inner world, to live and to die in the monastery of his art? 
. . . Such is the waking man. 

The other man, swept on the wings of his feverish dream, 
rushes ^vith Apollinaria all over Europe. She rebuffs him, tor- 
ments him, compels him to enjoy her and hate her in turn. He 
kneels before her with blinding tears in his eyes, and he pleads 
•with her night after night not to lock him out of her room. 

And then news came to him that his ^\•ifc had reached tlic final 
stage of her illness. He came home to her, tended her unceasingly 
and watched her as she coughed herself away. 

V 

Oke morning a young girl came to Dostoyevsky in answer to 
his call for a sccrctaiy to whom he might dictate his latest book. 
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She looked with awe into the face of this man who was writing 
Crime and Punishment by the side of his dying wife. When the 
book reached completion, Dostoyevsky grew strangely troubled. 
But Anna Gregorievna, his secretary, said, “Feodor Mikhailo- 
vich, two mountains may never come together, but two human 
beings may . . .” And she married him. 

Crime and Punishment . . . The story of Raskolnikov that 
the whole world is reading . . . The brilliant young student who 
walks in a dream . . . purveyor of many intellectual theories, 
explorer of the depths of good and evil through a mind subject 
to no inhibitions. And finally in this dream, his will has melted 
into his intellectual abstraction of the Superman, his body has 
become the slave of his mind ... AH the thoughts he has %vrit- 
ten about, all his essays, all his theories have turned into a 
mechanical will that sv,-ccps him along. The abstract comes to 
life, the living melts into the abstract. The two personalities be- 
come interchanged . . . And since his thoughts and his theories 
have included the existence of crime, the most horrible crime of 
which the human mind can conceive, he is compelled to commit 
a crime — automatically, driven by the power of a mind bent upon 
making a test of its own ideas . . . There is an old woman 
pawnbroker with whom he has pawned some of his belongings. 
He decides he must kill her. “For what purpose?” he asks himself 
— and then he provides the answer, “For her money, which can 
do the miser no good, but can finance my own career as a 
student . . .” 

On thdr honeymoon Anna found Dostoyevsky lying in one of 
his fits, with his head dangling over the side of the bed. A second 
later he would have fallen off. A feeling of aura preceded his 
convulsions and his whole face was transformed into ecstatic bliss. 
She ^v^pcd the s^^•cat from his forehead, the foam from his lips. 
“Bit by bit he regained consciousness. He kissed my hands, and 
then embraced me . . .” 

Dostoyevsky went on ^vith his novel . . . On the day ap- 
pointed for the crime Raskolnikov sleeps away most of the time 
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and indeed he oversleeps his appointment. Then he awakes and 
sets out for the old woman’s lodgings. He detains her on a pretext 
and seizes an axe. Up to the last instant he has a strong feeling 
that it is all unreal, that no crime will c''cr take place ... A 
fantastic dream . . . ^Vhich is the waking world, ^s•hich is the 
sleeping world? Automatically he cleaves her head Asith the edge 
of the axe. The blood that oozes forth might be puneh at a fair 
. . . The old rvoman’s sister comes up the stairs. He had calcu- 
lated that she would be absent. He kills her, too. He takes a fc\v 
trinkets from the old woman, and her purse. For a voice ^vithin 
him keeps mumbling over and over, “It was for this money that 
you killed her . . . For this money . . . because you arc poor 
and needy, and she is rich and aged and useless . . . and this 
money rsdll advance you in your career — ^rsdll further you in your 
studies.” .And then he thror\-s away the purse ^^^thout even open- 
ing it. For a new idea is now running through his mind-machine. 
“Weakling, do not attempt to reason, to find a milk-and-water 
motive. You killed this ivoman for the sheer fascination of the 
killing and for no other motive. You killed because you needed 
to conunit a crime . . .” 

Dostoycvslty \vent to the casino incessantly, placed his money 
on the red and black. The passion, the color, the risk, drew him 
as irresistibly as life itself. .And one day he came home in the 
greatest despair. “He said he had lost all, and began begging me 
to allow him to paisri certain things. I got out my earrings and 
brooch . . . He fell on his knees before me and said that he 
must play on, that he must play on without fail . . . And then 
I realized that he ^^•as no ordinary gambler . . . He did not 
gamble to tvin, but because he needed to lose . . .” 

. . . But the crime of Raskolnikov is not tire end of the story. 
It is merely the beginning. One needs to commit a crime not for 
the saltc of the crime but for the sake of Uic punishment that 
follows. “.Aha, that u the story! Do you want to go furtlicr along 
the tangled maze beyond good and evil?" Tiic murder is classified 
as an unsolved mirtcry. Surely no one in Petersburg suspccLs the 
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poor student Raskolnikov with his strange theories . . , Uncon- 
sciously, automatically, in that unkno^vn border bct^vccn the real 
and the unreal world, Raskolnikov revisits the scene of the mur- 
der, goes to the police station to have a chat, lets fall sinister hints, 
places himself in the public eye, docs all sorts of desperate things 
\o call the attention of people to his guilt. 

Indeed, he had committed his crime for the sa}:e of its guilt 
. . . “Have I not been bom with the burden of the sin of every 
one who has died and of every one who will ever live?” People 
arc so stupid, man-made la^vs so coarse. Will they never recognize 
the intangible crimes hovering in the ether of the soul? For not 
only at the concrete sight of murder and blood, it seems, ^^ilI men 
summon up a father confessor for the soul’s salvation. “So one 
must kill in order to demand the penalty which the soul has in- 
curred ht birth.” The Lord have mercy on a man who feels him- 
self guilty of crime and whose hands are unstained by any deed 
of violence. He can go mad ! 

Raskolnikov thro\s's himself on his knees and tells the people 
that with an a.xe, cold-bloodedly and with premeditation, he 
killed two old women . . . “Please, good people, do not conceive 
of a crime more horrible in the annals of the heart than this” . . . 
He is sentenced. He goes to Siberia with a song on his lips. Strange 
perv'crsity. Now that he has two murders on Iris hands, he feels 
for the first time in his life entirely innocent, “like a mart\Tcd 
angel in an ecstasy of bliss . . 

And Dostoyersky rvhispcrcd, “Tell me, is there a God?” And 
a voice that seemed to pierce tire farthest veil and to lead him like 
Dante through the abodes of the damned, ansrvered, “Man is 
saved only because the Dc\dl exists. For only tlirough the Dcril 
docs he cam a consdcncc.” 


VI 

.■\.XTr Feodor Dostoyc\-sky drank his tea \dth the young men 
and the young women rvho came to t-alk rdtli him about the social 
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destiny of man. And when they mentioned their dream of over- 
thro^ving the Czar and of setting up a republic in Russia after 
the model of the French and the American republics, his mind 
\s’ent back to the days of his political exile among the murderers 
who had used the axe and the gun. And he shook his head sadly. 
“Stay, children. What ^ve need in order to regenerate the world 
is not an act of violence but a great deed, a great revolution from 
^vithin.” And they objected ^\•ith fire in their eyes. “But how can 
you bring all men to the inspiration of that great deed, that revo- 
lution from ^vithin, as you call it?” 

“Why do you need to summon all men?” Dostoyc\’sky would 
retort. “Do you not realize how powerful one right man might 
be? Let there appear one right man and all ^^•ill follow him . . .” 

And then his eyes grew soft as if fed ^vith a star . . . And the 
life of his voice \vas transformed into the life of his pen. And 
under the magic of his pen there grew' up the representation of 
a truly perfect and noble man, a character of Absolute Beauty — 
Prince Mj-shkin, an epileptic and an idiot released from an 
as)’lum. Ah, he is so simple-minded is Prince M)’shkin, and so 
trustful of human nature in the face of human malice. He moves 
through the Avorld of scoundrels and is beaten by them, robbed 
by them, ^vcllnigh destroyed by them — and he lifts not a finger 
to stop them. He refuses to be “wise” to the cheapness of men. 
That is ^vhat angers them. They can cheat him out of c^’crJthing 
but his faitli in their goodness. AVhen they strike him, he tends 
them with compassion — as if they were the ones tliat were suf- 
fering the blow and not he. And soon c\'cn the most dunder- 
hcaded among them begin to realize that he is merely Ihing on 
a higher le%’el of consciousness from their o'wii. 

But it is a dizzy height. All men must topple in the end. He 
falls in love with a woman of sin. Another lover, an earth dweller, 
kills her in a fren'z)- so that no one else may have her. And svhen 
people throng into the room, they find tliat tlie murderer has 
covered the corpse with oilcloth and placed jars of disinfectant 
around it. “Tlicy found the murderer completely unconscious and 
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laging. The Prince was sitting by him motionless on the floor 
and each time that the sick man broke into a screaming or babble, 
he hastened to pass his o^^•n trembling hands softly over his com- 
panion's hair and cheeks as though trjing to soothe and quiet 
him. But alas! The murderer understood nothing of what was 
said to him, and he recognized none of those who surrounded 
him . . 

Still burroH-ing through veil after veil down to the innermost 
core of himself, Dostoye%‘sky presents a strange appearance during 
the last years of his allotted life. He goes into his garden, his head 
botved dotra with the weight of his thoughts. What a man — this 
creature compounded of rubbish and flame, this angel-dc\il so 
tvise in his folly, so foolish in his \sisdom ! And Dostoyc\’sk)- cre- 
ated his characters — idiots and criminals and sages and saints — 
and he asked of each and CT'cry one of them to give him the 
anstver to the riddle of life. And he waflied through the streets 
and listened to the people that he passed. Perhaps a word, a nod, 
a smile, the sudden illumination of a face in the ccstas>’ of hope, 
might gi\-c him the ans^ver. 

And often his thoughts cany him to a level above the con- 
sciousness of his fellow men. He trings his way through space 
and secs a new sun and a new earth. “The smiling emerald sea 
gently lapped the shores, kissing them ■ts'ith love, trith manifest, 
\-isiblc, alinost conscious love . . . Tall, splendid trees stood in 
all the gloiy of their bloom . . . Their innumerable leaves 
greeted me ^rith a s^vect, caressing sound, as though they uttered 
words of love. The grass ^vas aflame %rith brilliant and sweet- 
scented colors. Flights of birds wheeled in the air, and fcarlcssly 
scttlcd on my shoulders and my hands. Joyfully tapping me %\ith 
their tremulous little •ss'ings ... It was the earth as yet unpol- 
luted bv transgression ; on it lived men ^vho had not as yet kno's'n 
■rin . . . Thev showed me their trees, but I could not understand 
the depth of love srith tvhich they looked at them ... I am 
conrinced that in some way these men ^\•crc in contact '.s'ith the 
stars of heaven . . . They had no religion but they had the firm 
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knowledge that when their earthly joy had been consummated 
to the limit of their earthly nature, then ^vould begin for them 
... a yet greater expansion of their contact ^^•ith the whole uni- 
verse . . . They were enamored of one another, completely, 
universally . . . they looked at me •iv'ith their dear, love-suffused 
eyes . . . and I corrupted them all! How it could have been 
achieved — I do not know ... I only know that the cause of 

the fall was I They learned to lie and loved l>‘ing, and knc\\' 

the beauty of lies . . . Soon, very soon, the first blood was spilled 
. . . They began to speak different tongues. They came to know 
and to love sadness; they longed for suffering and said that truth 
could spring only out of pain . . . 'When thej' were angered, 
they began to talk of brotherhood and humanity’ . . . When 
the)’ committed crimes, they invented justice and prescribed for 
themselves whole codes of laws to maintain it; and to maintain 
the codes, they set up a guillotine . . . Hardly did they remem- 
ber what they had lost . . . There began to appear men \vho 
pondered ho\v they might be united in such a ^s•ay that each, 
wthout ceasing to love himself most of all, might not yet stand 
in the way of others . . . ^NTiole wars ■were fought for this idea 
... I wept for them, pit^-fng them. I stretched out my hands 
to them, accusing, cursing, and despising m>‘Eclf in my despair. 
I told them that this ^vas all my work ... I implored them to 
crucify me on the cross, I taught them horv to mal:c a cross . . . 
But they only laughed at me, and at last began to think me mad 
. . . Then I awoke ... I lifted up my hands and called upon 
the eternal truth . . .” 

And then at last the ans^ver came out of the twisted gatervay 
of human per\'crsion and folly and pain: “He will come — the 
God-man whom the world has derided as the Idiot. And they 
shall learn to follow him when he teaches them the true meaning 
of Good and E\’il — that the inflicter of pain and the sufferer of 
pain arc not two different creatures but one and the same body, 
one and the same soul; that c.adi man is responsible for tlic action 
of the entire human race, and the entire human race is responsible 
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for the action of each man. He ^s-ill come, this Idiot-Sa\-iour, 
upon this earth where man seems real and is spectral, and God 
seems spectral and is real. He will come at last and teach us the 
one %-itaI truth — that all men, from the highest saint to the lowest 
murderer, are groping by different paths to^v•ard the selfsame 
source of light, the light of universal identity, of universal 
love . . 

Dostoyevsk}’ sits do^^•n and holds his head. Suddenly he feels 
a strange moisture on his hands. They are covered \sith blood 
from his lungs. 

“And life is not to be scorned. And death is not to be feared . . 

And his -weeping wife and children place candles around his 
body. And all the wise men of Rima send messages of comfort. 
And scholars spedally trained by the monks chant prayers all 
through the m'ght . . . 

“Children, let us not long for a future life of eternity. Children, 
if -we do not reach etemitj' in this world tee shall never attain it. 
Eternity is here and now. There are moments tve must reach, 
moments of the highest existence when time stands still and all 
the Ufc of all mankind is absorbed into your life. These arc the 
moments of eternity . . 

Chanting, endless chanting. And then they laid him away. “It 
is toward these perfect moments out of time that the whole 
human race is moving.” The meaning of life is not in the trcns~ 
rnission of man from generation to generation, but in the trens- 
fonneiton of man from the brute to the angel, from the sinner 
to the saint. Life is a constant reaching upward from the lower 
to the higher levels of consciousness — until the highest moment 
of the saint becomes the eternal faith of the sinner. .And all 
creation spreads from darkness into light.' ' 
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Important 'Works by Tolstoy 

Childhood 

Master and Man 

The Cossacks 

What I Believe 

Two Ihissars 

What Is Art 

Three Deaths 

Resurrection 

U’cT and Peace 

The Memoirs of a ?>{adman 

Anna Karenina 

Kreutzer Sonata 

-•I Confession 

Several plays, including, 

The Power of Darkness, 
The Living Corpse, etc. 

7 he Death of Ivan llych 



Leo Tolstoy 

1898-1910 



-LoLSToy one of those nixc indhnduals %vho, instead of rising 
from the ranks because of his superior cmbilzon, voluntarily 
descended to the ranks because of his superior corr.pcssion. Like 
Buddha, that other great man who had stooped to conquer, Tol- 
stoy came of an ancient family of princes. One of his ancestors 
had been a close companion of Peter the Great. Bom at k asnaya 
Poliana (Sunnv Glen] in 1828, he lost his mother at the age of 
two and his father at the age of nine. Together with his two 
brothers and his two sisters he was put into the care of a distant 
relath.-e. “Aunt” Tatiana. This woman had two outstanding 
virtues, “serenity and love'’; and she suffered from one great vice, 
a weakness for associating with feeble-minded pilgrtms whom she 
regarded as m^'Stics and saints. 

Listening to the stories of these pilgrims, Tolstoy acquired an 
early taste for metaphysics which he was nc\'cr quite able to shake 
o.T To the end of his life he was given to day-dreaming and m}-s- 
tical speculation which often douded the dgor of one of the 
supreme intdiects of the nineteenth century. 

In school he was a very- dull pupil. His teachers used to say of 
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the three Toktoy brothers: “Sergei is -willing and able; Dmitri is 
willing but unable; Leo is both unwilling and unable.” 

But he had an unusually serious outlook upon life. At the early 
age of five he had come to the conclusion that “life is not an 
amusement but a very hea-vy task.” At sixteen he lost faith in the 
Orthodox (Greek) Church. Then followed a period of philo- 
sophical wanderings through “the desert of adolescence,” as he 
termed it. Passing from religion to agnosticism and from agnosti- 
cism to nihilism {belief in nothing), he finally came to the verge 
of despair. He was nineteen years old at the time. 

His unhappiness was due largely to his ph^'sical unattractivc- 
ncss. He had a great hunger for admiration. “I wanted to be 
known by all, loved by all,” he %vrote in his diary. Yet he believed 
there could be no happiness on earth for anyone who looked as 
unprepossessing as himself. His face was “as ugly as a gorilla’s”- — 
small sunken eyes, low forehead, heavy lips, large bulbous nose, 
and enormous ears. He had the mind of an Ariel in the body of a 
Caliban. So sensitive indeed was he of his repukivcncss that he 
decided to put an end to his life. 

Fortunately, however, he changed his mind and sought tem- 
porary forgetfulness in dissipation instead of permanent oblirion 
in death. 

And then, one day, he discovered Rousseau, 

This discovery was just the tonic he needed at the time. It 
reconciled him to his o^vn ugliness and it opened his eyes to the 
beauty of Nature. He had rejected the religion of the Church. 
He now adopted the religion of Rousseau. He -vvorshiped him 
like a god. He -wore a medallion portrait of him hung around his 
neck as though it -were a holy image. 

Inspired by the philosophy of Rousseau, he wrote his first novel, 
A Rmsian Landlord. It dealt with the problem tliat was to occupy 
Toktoy throughout his life — ^ihc eternal conflict between the 
ideal of the prophet and the indilTcrcncc of the public. Tlic hero 
of the novel, Prince Nckhludov, has left the university in order to 
help his peasants. But, like most other human derelicts, Nckh- 
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Iudo\-’s peasants prefer to remam in the rut of their helplessness. 
They can understand a t>Tant who beats them, but they hardly 
know what to make of a master who is kind to them. They shrink 
from him, they ridicule him, they look upon his proffered help 
tvith suspicion, the>' regard him as a spy, a scoundrel, a fool — 
anything but a man who is simply trying to be their friend. 

Nekhludov is defeated. He sits doum at the piano and strikes 
the kej's. He has no talent for music. But his imagination ^veaves 
the song that his fingers arc too clumsv’ to play. He hears a choir, 
an orchestra . . . The past and the future arc blended together 
into a triumphant fulfillment of his dream. 

In his mind’s eye he sees the peasants, the moujiks, not only in 
all thdr ugliness, but in all their lovablcness as well. He forgives 
them for their ignorance, their idleness, their obstinac)’, their 
hj’pocrisy, their distrust. For now he looks not only at them, but 
into them. He sees their siiffcring, their patience, their cheerful- 
ness, their quiet acceptance of life, and their courageous resigna- 
tion in the face of death. 

"It is beautiful,” he murmurs. Even though they reject his ad- 
vances, he now understands them and s>Tnpathi2cs with them. 
For the}' arc all brothers, he and his peasants, flesh of one flesh 
and blood of one blood — a host of helpless moujiks lining and toil- 
ing and d}’ing under the lash of the pitiless Landlord, Fate. 

II 

Ix 1851 TOLSToy had gambled away his money and escaped to 
the Caucasus in order to get rid of his creditors. He joined the 
army in ivhich his brother was already an officer. 

At nineteen Tolstoy had courted death. Now, at twcnt}'-thrcc, 
he was a firm believer in life. He left behind him his philosophical 
doubts and his ovcr'vhclming sense of sin. He became once 
more interested in mj'sticism — and in beautiful women. Like 
the young Faust, he accepted the %s‘orld and found it a diverting 
toy to play with. Ever}' experience was good if only it added to 
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the sum of his pleasure. “Nothing is wrong,” he writes m The 
Cossacks. “To amuse yourself with a pretty girl is not a sin. It is 
only a sign of good health.” 

He steeped himself in the beauty of the mountains, he fought, 
he gambled, he loved, and he created masterpieces of poetic 
realism. Tales of childhood, stories of war, novels about the 
Cossacks, essays, letters — a whole torrent of them came from his 
pen in rapid succession. 

Absorbed in his literary work, he paid little attention to his 
militaiy' duties. He was too fond of creation to take much interest 
in destruction. Though still proud of his uniform, ^v^th its pretty 
medals and its brass buttons, he was already beginning to see war 
in its true colors. In The Invasion, written at the age of t^venty- 
four, he uttered his first cry of protest against militarism: 

“Is it impossible, then, for men to live in peace, in this world 
so full of beauty, under this immeasurable starry’ sky? How can 
they, in a place like this, retain their feelings of hatred and ven- 
geance, and the lust of destroying their fellows? All there is of 
cvdl in the human heart ought to disappear at the touch of Na- 
ture, that most immediate expression of the beautiful and tire 
good.” 

Thus far, in his military maneuvers, he had seen only the image 
of ^s'ar. In 1853, ho^vcver, he came face to face with ^var itself. 
Russia had declared hostilities against Turkey, and Tolstoy was 
called upon to “do his bit” for the greater glory’ of the Czar. 

At first he was carried away by the fcr\'or of his patriotism. 
Like the other young men of his nation, he became suddenly fero- 
cious. A ^vave of mj-stical frenzy had s^^•cpt over him. He slew the 
Turks and thanked God for His assistance in the slaughter. 

Before long, however, he got over the into.xication of killing. 
During the Crimean War he wotc three books. Tire. first is all 
a-brisllc with chau\-inLsm. In the second he speaks sadly of the 
mutual slaughter of human beings. In the preface to the third Ire 
condemns the rulers of the world for turning their subjects into 
mere pieces of “cannon-fodder,” 
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The longer he looked at war, the more dearly he saw it in all 
its hidcousness. From now on, he would dedicate himself to a 
^vo^ld^^dc war against war. On March 5, 1855, he wrote in his 
diary; 

‘T have been led to conceive a great idea, to whose realization 
I feel capable of devoting my whole life. This idea is the founda- 
tion of a new religion . . 

The rdigion of non-resistance, of international brotherhood, 
of universal peace. 


Ill 

In 1856 TOLSTOY RESIGNED from the army and returned to St. 
Petersburg (Leningrad). His reputation as a soldier and a writer 
had preceded him. He became at once a litcrar}" lion. The lead- 
ing authors and artists of the city wdeomed him into their inner 
cirde. But he found them to be an uncongenial lot of snobs. 
They regarded themselves as the elect, the intellectual supermen 
of their time, the glory and crown of creation. They 'UTotc for the 
inlelligentsia, and looked upon the rest of mankind as unworthy 
to share in their c.\‘altcd ideas. But Tolstoy’s attitude was just the 
opposite of this. Literature to him was a rdigion — a holy gospel 
of beauty and ■wisdom that must become the common possession 
of all. Instead, therefore, of writing to entertain the fe^^•, he 
tvTotc to educate tlie many. 

' In working for the common people, he had no illusions about 
their intelligence. He -was quite aware of their “bestial and con- 
temptible side.” But, like Prince Nckhludov, he felt that they 
u'cre instinctively groping toward the light. They were merely- 
waiting for a leader, a teacher, a man Nvho would show them 
the way. “Go to the people to learn %vhat they -^vant . . . Try 
to understand thdr needs, and hdp them to satisfy these needs.” 

He opened a sdiool for the peasants at Yasnaya Poliana. In 
this school he tried to be not a master, but a fclIo%v-discip!c. For 
he maintained that all of them were nothing more than children 
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trjing to spell out the first sj’Uables in the mj'sterious book of life. 

The school ^vas closed by the police, and Tolstoy %vas ad\-iscd 
to leave the peasants alone in their ignorance. Then came months 
of ackness and despondency’. Two of his brothers died of tuber- 
culosis, and Tolstoy suspected that he himself was suffering from 
the same disease. He lost his “faith in goodness, in everything.” 
Once more he began to think of suicide. 

This time he was saved by his art, and by his love for the 
se\’entcen-year-old Sophia Andreyeraa Behrs. 

He married this child — he was exactly t's'icc her age — and 
then entered upon a period of unclouded happiness that lasted 
almost fifty years. Gifted in her orMi right. Countess Tolstoy 
became, to use her expression, a “true author’s •rvife.” She took 
his dictation, she stimulated his fancy, she encouraged him, she 
made painstaking copies of his manuscripts, and she scr\’cd as the 
model for some of his most charming characters. 

Under the influence of his happiness, he wrote two of his great- 
est masterpieces — ^the tragedy of individual passion (Anna 
Karenina) and the epic of universal suffering (fVar and Peace). 

In the story of Anna, the As-ife of Karenin, Tolstoy develops the 
theme of Goethe’s poem: “The heavenly powers bring us into 
life; they compel us to sin; and then they abandon us to our sin 
and our pain.” For the first eight years of her married life, Anna 
is faithful to her husband and happy in the love of her little son, 
Serozlia. The child adores his mother like a goddess. All %vould 
have been well but for an unfortunate v-isit that Anna Karenina 
pays to her brother Stepan in Moscow. Here, in tire gay and 
heartless society of the Russian nobility, she meets Count Vronsky, 
a suave and handsome and svealthy young man %vho loves a good 
horse, a good fight, and a pretty woman. Anna Karenina and 
Count V'ronsky fall an easy prey to a mutual attraction. 

Anna is not the first of Vronsiry’s conquests. Indeed, at the 
very moment of his meeting with Anna he is involved in a love 
afiair with Stepan’s sister-in-law Kitty, a charming and popul.ar 
young debutante of Mosco^v. Kitty has many admirers. But she 
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prefers two above all — Vronsky, whom she loves, and Konstantin 
Levin, whom she admires. 

Konstantin, a Moscow nobleman, is a wcU-to-do and serious 
young fellow with a skeptical turn of mind. “He is unable to be- 
lieve; he is equally tmable to disbelieve.” \Vith a quizzical help- 
lessness he looks on, while the tragedy imfolds before his eyes. 
Anna and Vronsky, he observes, are drifting helplessly toward 
each other. The two \ictims arc aware of this fact, yet they can do 
nothing to stop it. 

Anna is desperately himgry for Vronsky’s love — and des- 
perately afraid of it. She longs for the adoration of her son and for 
the protection of her husband- She decides to cut short her visit 
to Moscovv and to escape from her infatuation. She buys a return 
ticket to St. Petersburg. On the train she finds Vronsky. 

He is determined to follow her. 

They meet often in the social circles of St. Petersburg. Society 
looks upon their affair -with a snickering approbation. It is an 
interesting diversion for them — and a good subject for gossip. 

As for Anna’s husband, he calmly points out to her the folly 
of her course, and then prudently shuts his eyes. He will not run 
the risk of a divorce scandal, and he will not endanger his life in 
a duel. 

But things are coming to a head. There is an accident at a horse 
race. Coimt Vronsky is seriously hurt. Anna makes a public dis- 
play of her anxiety. And, when Karenin upbraids her, she con- 
fesses her love for Vronskv-. 

Anna implores her husband to set her free. But he is deter- 
mined to have his revenge. He compels her to remain under his 
roof. 

Tortured and humiliated and crushed, Anna continues her 
secret relations with Vronsky. She is tom between three emo- 
tions: her love for her little Scrozha, her loyalty toward Kitty 
from whom she has taken Vronsky, and her passion for ^honslrj . 
Kitty finally manages to forget V''ronsky and marries Konstantin 
Levin. And this removes one of the difficulties of Anna s position- 
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But the other two difficulties, her love for Serozha and her passion 
for Vronsk}', are still present in all their bitter intensity. 

And now there arises a new complication. Anna gives birth to 
a. daughter. Karenin is magnanimous to^vard Vronsky’s child; 
but Vronsky, in his humiliation, attempts suicide. 

Anna’s position has become intolerable. She must make a 
choice beUveen Serozha and Vronsky. She decides in Vronsky’s 
favor. 

But the story is not yet ended. The author has another somber 
thread to weave into his plot. Anna and Vronsky go abroad. 
For a time they enjoy a measure of happiness in their illicit pas- 
sion. Then they return to Russia and once again implore Karenin 
to grant Anna a divorce. But Karenin refuses. 

Anna grows meditative, then morose. And finally a flaming 
jealousy begins to consume her. She suspects Vronsky of un- 
faithfulness. Her only relief is in oblivion — ^thc death-in-life that 
comes through morphine. 

And then — the end. Suicide under the wheels of a train. 

In Anna Karenina Tolstoy depicts the soul-struggle of an in- 
dividual. In War and Peace, a stoiy about the Napoleonic inva- 
sion of Russia, he pictures the soul-struggle of the human race. 
The struggle from savagery to civilization, from bloodshed to 
harmony, from hatred to love. The solution to the individual 
problem is not enough. The problem must be solved for all man- 
kind. When Prince Andrei, the hero of War and Peace, lay 
^^•oundcd at Austerlitz, he suddenly caught a glimpse of the inner 
peacefulness of the world. He saw “the illimitable sky ^vhich 
broods above tlie outrage and abjectness of the earth,” and the 
sight of it filled him with an indescribable joy. Tliis inner peace- 
fulness, this light which now and then breaks through the dark- 
ness of life, was something which Tolstoy %vas anxious to transmit 
to his fellow men. Yet he felt that he could not do this through 
the medium of his art. 

He began to think of a new kind of art — Uic art of establishing 
a bond of sympathy between man and man. He wanted to lead 
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the people to the hght. He had lost faith in the Orthodox Church 
and — outside of his temporarj- interest in Rousseau — he had 
found no faith to take its place. 

In his quest for the true faith Tolstoy went back to the Church. 
He re-examined its dogmas and its practices. For three years he 
submitted to aU its ceremonies. But it ^v•as useless. “I fear I am 
too ardent a follower of Christ to be a conventional Christian.” 
The Russian Church, he declared, had become a business institu- 
tion. The clergy were too much intent upon enforcing the com- 
mandments of the Czar and too little intent upon advancing the 
teachings of Jesus. “In the Russian Church,” he said, “the mean- 
ing of the Christian doctrine has absolutely disappeared.” 

And so he “broke atvay from the Church and went back to 
God.” He became the prophet of a ne%\' religion — or rather, he 
interpreted anetv the “ts'ell-nigh forgotten” religion of Buddha, 
of Isaiah, of Confucius, and of Christ. This religion, of which he 
hoped to become the self-effacing leader, was to dispense \v-iih all 
rituals and churches and priests. It was to be based upon a few 
simple commandments: Be no man’s enemy; never give tvay to 
your ^sTath; and never resort to violence. This \vas to be the nega- 
tive phase of his doctrine. On its positive side, his religion ^s•as a 
religion of protest. He protested against the extravagance of the 
nobles, the bigotry of the priests, and the tyranny of the Czar. 
He became “a communist, a dissenter and a rebel — in short, a 
true disdplc of Christ,” He ^'-as ready to gi^'c up his fame, his po- 
sition, his wealth, his very life if necessary, for the service of man- 
kind. He dressed in a peasant’s smock and associated witli the 
lowliest on equal terms. He stooped to conquer. He descended 
from hi> aristocratic aloofness to the common level of humanity , 
and in so doing, he raised humanity to new heights of moral 
Srandetn". 

The world hailed Tolstoy as a prophet. But his family regarded 
him as a fool. His wife began to fc.ur that he ^^•as losing hh reason. 
Hjs children ya.\N'ncd and turned away ^^■hcnc^cr he spOi.c abou, 
the brotherhood of man. To live a life of utter unscliishncss 
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seemed to them a sure sign of insanity. It was all vciy' well for 
him to sacrifice himself, they said, but what right had he to sac- 
rifice his family to his peculiar ideals? He became a stranger in 
his own house. “Perhaps you will not believe me,” he wrote in a 
letter to a friend, “but you cannot ima^e how isolated I am, 
nor in what degree my veritable I is despised and disregarded by 
all those about me.” 

Yet in spite of his mental torture he went right ahead with tlie 
^eork of interpreting Christ in the language of the nineteenth cen- 
tury. Christ had tried to establish the kingdom of God. Tolstoy 
believed in establishing the democracy of Man. He wrote a num- 
ber of essays and stories to illustrate the principles of human 
compassion and non-resistance to evil. As a reward for this, he 
was e.xcommunicated from the Orthodox Church (igoi). 

As Tolstoy gre^v old, a fantastic new note crept into his. teach- 
ing. Estranged from his fellow men, from his children, and from 
his wife, he began to look upon all human intercourse in a pe- 
culiar, mystical, unearthly light. He became an ascetic. Earlier in 
life he had condemned adultery. Notv — at the age of 70 — he ad- 
vocated complete sexual abstinence. “He who regards a tvoman 
— even his otvn tvife — with sensuality, already commits adultery 
with her.” There is something pathetic in the spectacle of an old 
man who tries to rebuild the tvorld in the image of his own im- 
potent desires. He even went so far as to recommend the extinc- 
tion of mankind through the establishment of absolute celibacy! 
But his mind tvas already slipping at the time. His mysticism svas 
gaining complete mastery over his intellect. In his last novel, 
RcsuTTCciion, he puts the soul of an old saint into the body of a 
young sinner. Nckhludov — note that the hero of Tolstoy’s last 
novel bears the same name as the hero of his first novel — is a 
study in paradox. He begins as a scoundrel and ends .as a martyr. 
^S'jthin a few years this ordinary’ man goes through a moral 
transformation that it took the very extraordinary’ Tolstoy a 
whole lifetime to achicv’c. 
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ResuTTection is one of the most beautiful poems of pity in the 
v,-orId. But it is the v/orfc of an old man. 

VW 

It was the tragedy of Tolstoy to outlive his ovm greatness. Dur- 
ing the last ten years of his life he ad\'ocated a social, political and 
ethical ideal v.'hich could be possible only in a vvorld of supermen 
— or of old men. As time v/ent on, he became more and more the 
profound philosopher and the simple child. The very last act of 
Ms life, like almost everything that he did throughout his career, 
v.as a strange admixture of the stupid and the sublime. On Oc- 
tober 28, 191Q, at Sv'e o’clock in the morning, Tolstoy fled from 
the shelter of his home and went to seek peace in the wdldemcss. 
He v,-as eightj-tv/o years old at the time of his flight. Dressed in 
his peasantfs blouse, his face beautifled by age and furro%\‘cd by 
suffering, he wandered off, B:e Buddha, o\-er the highwa>3 of 
the v.'orld. Buddha had left his home in search of life, but Tolstoy 
was going forth in search of death. 

He %vanted to die alone, Ha'ving dedicated his own life to pity, 
he now fled from the pity of his family. For several days he wan- 
dered from village to \'illage, and at last fell by the wayside, never 
to rise again. To the physician ■who attended him, he said: 
‘There are millions of human beings on earth who arc suffering. 

hy do you third: only of me?” 

On Sunday, November to, 1910, he found the peace which 
he had been seeking throuahout his life- It was a little after six in 
ffie momina ■when his pmn-racked body relaxed in that final 
great delrverance” as he named it — ‘’Death, blessed Brother 
Death.” 


[239I 



MAUPASSANT 



Important \S'orks by Maupassant 


Dramatic Pieces 
Verses 

The Ball of Fat 
Mademoiselle Fifi 
Une Vie 


Yvette 

A Piece of String 
The Necklace 
Bcl-ami 
Pierre and Jean 
Our Heart 



Guy de Maupassant 

1850-1893 



ilE WAS BORN in the Chateau of Mironmesnil, Nonnandy. On 
fah father’s side he tvas descended from a line of aristocrats who 
had degenerated into bankruptcy; on his mothers, from a line 
of commoners ■tvho had risen to artistic creadon. In his blood 
there ts’as a curious rmxture of elements — the fire of liccndous- 
ness, the sensithit)* of imagination, the bitterness of disillusion, 
and the cold rhythmic cadence of the Norman sea. 

His father tvas a libertine who consorted with women high and 
lots'. His mother ts'as a dreamer who sat and ts'armcd herself by 
the flame of a memors* — ^thc memory of her poet-brother ts'hose 
genius had been cut oEf by an untimely death. Hatmg knotsm 
the perfect man in her brother, she had learned to pit)' the tssistcd 
fragments of a man in her husband. And she lived in the constant 
hope that in her son she would remold the fragments into a 
P^ect man again. 

He ts'as brousht up, thi=; child of her hope, to understand the 
sat)T and to tvorship the goddess. But tvhenever he gmv confused 
at the unhappy union of moods of which he "'as the product-^hc 
went dotvn to the sea. All the joy and the brutality of creation 
'V'i'as in the face of the sea. Guy prowled around the ca\cs alont, 
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the coast with two dogs at his hcclsj and he bribed the fishermen 
to tahe him out on their search for mackerel in the moonlight. 
And he took part in aU the sports of the Norman peasants in that 
gray mist and cold air that blew in like a life-giving breath from 
the sea. He danced with the peasant girls at the country- festivals 
ts'hile the fiddles laughed imder the apple trees, and he marched 
■with the men ^vho carried their torches like red snakes in the 
night. He took a nip of cheese and a quaff of cider tvith any 
friend or stranger at the inn, he made large plans ■^vith the “sea 
dogs” on the cliffs and he looked with them through their field 
glasses over the rim of the beyond. “I have in my veins the blood 
of the sea-rovers. I have no greater joy than on a spring morning 
to sail my boat into unknorv-n ports.” 

His life was a cold passion of the north. But his mother, fond 
soul, tvas determined to control the winds and to shape his direc- 
tion. She sent him in his early teens to the clerical seminary at 
Yvetot. But Guy had no intention of becoming a priest. He stove 
in the ^vine-barrels of the Father Superior’s cellar and inrited 
his schoolmates to a drinking bout at the expense of a hundred 
masses. A few more transgressions and he was expelled — to free- 
dom. 

He loved his practical jokes. Once he disguised himself as a 
young maiden and presented himself to an English spinster. 

“You say you have traveled a good deal?” remarked the old 
maid in the course of their parlor conversation. “Where do you 
come from?” 

“I have just come from Noumea (a French convict settle- 
ment).” 

The woman — ^shoclicd — continued uneasily, “A young girl 
traveling alone?” 

“But, you sec, I have two maids.” And straightening “her” 
dress demurely ^s•ith a faraway expression in “her” eyes, “I have 
also a dragoon and a cuintssicr who look after me.” 

At these words the poor old .'pinster almost fainted a^vay. 

At sixteen he had his first mistress. He called himself a “glutton 
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for life.” And the little world of Normandy rapidly yielded all the 
delicacies it had to offer. 


II 

He entered the Lyceum to prepare himself for the bar and 
managed to receive “passable” grades in his studies. But then 
came 1870 and the Prussian invasion by way of Sedan. Maupas- 
sant joined the supply section of the army of France. It was not 
a pretty life. As the French army retreated, he read Schopen- 
hauer and \sTQtc love-poems and dreamed dreams of revenge 
against the Germans. Out of the ice of hatred and the fire of 
love, the yoimg man’s genius gradually came into shape. 

And when the struggle ^v•as over, he went to Paris to look for 
work. For law was now beyond the purse of his impoverished 
aristocratic family. He obtained a job as government clerk in the 
admiralty. And none of his superiors or his fellow clerks knc\v 
that a huge lion of a man had gone into capii\-ity. And the rest 
of Paris knc%v nothing, eared nothing about him. Much of the 
good in tliis world of a city lay hidden in tlic garrets, where the 
artists and the poets translated their \-isions to a heedless world. 

Maupassant walked along the boulc\-arcis in the night, peered 
into faces under the gas lamps in search of a mark of recognition, 
the seal of a fcUow soul, and found none. 

And then there came to him the call of friendship. It u-.ts the 
voice of the Seine. In the dawn, in the c^•cning, Sunda.\-s, at all 
forgotten hours, he quieted his great passion in ro\\-ing up and 
down the river. She was a bit of the sea, this River Seine. Her cold 
aroma drov him from the dusty office, from the ^^-inc-pcrfumcrd 
cafes, from the .arms of dubious women. She v.-as his mania, hLs 
mistress, his yielding, overwhelming p.artncr of violent contrast-:. 
“Ah, the bc.autiful, calm, changing, fragrant and fetid river, full 
of dreams and filth!” Gradually hh soul w.->5 matunng. wrapped 
in fog, gliding .among the wnaiths of ship-hull^ and smoke-stacks 
that talked in hoarse dull whistles .at the crossroads of three worlds 
— the sky, the earth and the sea. 
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“I row and bathe, bathe and row'. The rats and the frogs arc 
so used to seeing the lantern on my boat at all hours of the night 
that they come out and say good evening. I handle my big boat 
as another would handle a yawl, and my boatmen friends at 
Bourgival arc terribly surprised when I appear at midnight and 
ask for a glass of rum.” 

Night and the river — and the spirit of one great man. Through 
family connections he met Gustave Flaubert. The author of 
Madame Bovary Avas a Bohemian genius who had experimented 
with art after the manner in which some audacious people experi- 
ment with life. A law suit had been brought against him for Ws 
daring novel, and he lived neglected like a huge quarantined 
creature that nobody wanted to touch. But he wss unconcerned. 
He bequeathed to life only the ghostly remains of himself. And 
he sat like a god in the exquisite temple of his art to which he 
alone held the key. 

He had been looking for a perfect disciple. Maupassant had 
been looking for a perfect master. And noAs- the tAvo Avandcring 
half-souk met in an equality of loneliness and merged into a soul 
that Avandcred on triumphant — and alone. 

For scA’en years on Sundays Guy brought his poems and his 
pla)-s and his stories to this “broad-shouldered viking” Avith the 
large mustache and the murky eyes, and Avatched him run his 
blue-pencil through hk As-ritings. And at night tlicy parted, each 
Arith a ribald joke to conceal an aching heart. 

Gradually the pupil learned the secrets of hk master’s genius. 
It AA'as the genius of a sharpshooter Avho pierced through the 
hypocrisies of life Avith arroAs's dipped in acid. 


Ill 


It avas a long time before Maupassant could get a hearing. He 
suffered from terrific headaches, but he refreshed himself by 
di\dng off “a tempting bridge in midArinter” and coming up in 
the ice-Avatcr to shout a red-hot obscenity at tlic people who had 
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gathered around. He told low stories to his fellow clerks at the 
office; he whispered words of double meaning to the ladies whom 
he met at parties. “He is the most shameless young man in Paris,” 
said everybody. 

The most shameless and the most brilliant. Yet for all his bril- 
liance — or rather because of his brilliance — he got himself con- 
stantly into trouble. The “reputable” Parisians shunned him 
when he wrote a ribald comedy and produced it at tlic studio 
of a declasse painter. The police haled him into court when he 
composed an immoral poem and published it in the columns of 
a declasse magazine. 

And always tliose terrific headaches. As they gretv in intensity 
he spent hours looking into the mirror at his eyes. Was he not 
suffering, perhaps, from the too ardent fatigue of his love-mak- 
ing? That street-girl last night, for example, the stranger ^vho had 
come into iiis life and gone out of it again in thirty minutes? 

His aches and his anxieties increased especially with the com- 
ing of the Parisian winters. To his mother — his tender love for 
her was the polcstar of his life — he WTote: “December terrifies 
me ... It is tlie black montli, the deep sinister month, the mid- 
night of tlic year. The/vc already given us lamps at the office, 
and in a montli we shall be lighting the fire . . . ^Vhcn I’m alone 
at my table wth my sad lamp burning in front of me, I often have 
such moments of dejection tliat I don’t know -where to turn.” 

But alwaj-s in the end he turned to his stories. He picked up 
stray talcs from the lips of fishermen, peasants, actresses, courte- 
sans, and clerks. Once, while he was at Emile Zola’s table and 
the company in their conversation were catching the moon in 
their cups, the host dkeussed the principles of the new literature 
he ^vas \s-riting. “Remember, we must leap into tlic stars from 
the springboard of exact observation.” And one of the party sug- 
gested, “Let us each -write a storj* about our war ^',^tl^ the Prus- 
sians — not as historians and politicians have ^vrittcn about wars, 
but as the demons of Inferno have conceived it and as it has 
been carried out on earth. Let us destroy all illusions and show 
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where true heroism lies.” And Guy contributed to this volume a 
story of true heroism, the Ball of Fat. 

This Ball of Fat was a “professional lady” \vhom men loved in 
haste and despised at leisure. One day during the Franco-Prussian 
War, she found herself traveling from Paris to Havre in the same 
carriage with a company of respectable people. These decent folk, 
as soon as they recognized her for what she was, drew their skirts 
about them and would have nothing to do with her. However, 
when they learned that she alone had had the foresight to bring 
along a box of lunch, they forgot their disdain and generously 
helped themselves to the food that she offered tliem. 

That evening they stopped at an inn only to discover tliat it 
was being held by the German soldiers. The officer in command 
placed them all under arrest and declared that he would not let 
them go until the “fat one” spent the night with him. Indignantly 
she refused to peld to his command. But her fellow travelers, 
anxious to secure their freedom, pleaded vsith her and pressed 
upon her all sorts of arguments until finally she gave way. 

The next morning the travelers resumed their trip — and once 
more drew disdainfully array from the woman who had made the 
great sacrifice in their behalf. This time they had taken along 
their lunches, but she had forgotten hers in tlie excitement. They 
opened their boxes and ate greedily and offered her not a morsel 
of their food. Tlie tears came and glistened in the comers of her 
eyes. 

“She vs-ceps for shame,” they murmured piously . . . 

In the Ball of Fat the author shows his irony and his contempt 
for human stupidity. In several of his other stories, hors-cver, his 
contempt turns into compassion. Such a story — there are those 
who consider it the high watermark of French fiction — is The 
Necklace. 

The Necklace is tlie tragi-comedy of Madame Loi-scl, a woman 
who was bom beautiful and poor. She dreamed of princes and 
she was married to a clerk. She hungered for p.alaccs and she 
lived in a tenement. “She possessed no perfumes, no jewels, and 
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it Avas for these things that she longed, as the fleet Arabian longs 
for his native desert.” 

She did, howcs'cr, poscss one gift — a rich friend, a clasmatc 
from the convent. But she never \'isited this friend, for she suf- 
fered from the sight of the things that she could not have. 

One evening her husband came home radiant. “I have an invi- 
tation for us. We are to attend a soiree given by the Minister of 
Public Instruction and his ^vifc.” 

“But I have nothing to ^vear,” she said. 

Her husband bought her a dress, but she was still imhappy. 
“I have no jc\vels.” 

“Why not go to your friend, Madame Forcsticr, and ask her 
to lend you her jewels?” 

She gave a ciy of joy. “Yes, that is true — had not thought 
of it.” 

She went to her friend, borrowed a beautiful diamond neck- 
lace, and was the most dazzling of all the dazzling women at tlic 
soiree. She came home radiant. She began to undress herself in 
front of her mirror, and then — a sudden outcry: “I have lost 
Madame Forcstier’s necklace!” 

A search all over Paris — in vain. “We must manage, somehow, 
to replace the jewels!” 

Together with her husband she went from jeweler to jeweler, 
until at last they found a necklace that resembled the one they 
had lost. 

“What is the price of this?” 

“Forty thousand francs. But I will sell it to you at a. sacrifice — 
for tliirty-six thousand.” 

Breathless \-isits to their friends, to the bankers, to the usurers, 
to the money-lenders — until at last they were able to scrape to- 
gether tire thirty-six thous.and francs. 

Madame Lohcl returned the necklace — and then settled down 
to the slaver}' of paring of! the debt. Day in and d.ay out she 
worked, -washing, scrubbing, soiling her hands, tarnishing her 
bcautv. rvasting away her health. And her husband toiled along 
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Avith her. balancing the books of merchants, frequently sitting up 
all night to copy a document at five cents a page. 

They kept this up for ten years, and finally they paid off tlic 
entire obligation — principal and interest alike. 

One Sunday Madame Loisel, an old and tired woman now, 
rvas walking in the Champs Elysces. Suddenly she saw a lady, 
young, beautiful, charming, walking in the opposite direction. It 
was Madame Forestier. Madame Loisel greeted her. “Good morn- 
ing, Jeanne.” 

Madame Forestier looked at her without recognizing her. 

“Don’t you know me, Jeanne? I am Mathilda Loisel.” 

“Oh, my poor Mathilde — how you arc changed !” 

“I’ve had lots of trouble these years — and all for you.” 

“For me? How?” 

“I lost the necklace you lent me, but I bought another just like 
it. And for ten years I have been paying for it.” 

Touched to the heart, Madame Forestier took the poor, rough 
hands into her otvn. “Oh, my poor Mathilde! But my necklace 
was false. It was svorth only 500 francs at most.” 

IV 

During the years of their intimacy', Gustave Flaubert had given 
Maupassant a triple formula for literary success: “Obscr\'e,” he 
had said, “and then observe again, and again.” 

And now suddenly Flaubert was dead. Guy walked into the 
room he had visited for seven years on Sundays, and up tlic stairs 
to \vherc the dead man lay. Nothing rvas sacred to this observer. 
While he washed the body and prepared it for burial, Iris eyes 
and his mind were bus>' storing up the details for future use in 
his art. As he walked behind the hearse to the buri.1l place, he 
noted that a cow peered above a hedge and mooed in the sun- 
shine at something it did not understand. At the grave he ol>- 
served how the clumsy diggers strained and srveated at tlic ropes 
of the coffin, how the box wedged crazily sidersajs in the earth 
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and refused to enter the grave imt3 more men came to add their 
strength. His heart leaped with the breathless thrill of an artist 
at the incongniity of thin,gs and he offered up a prayer of thanks 
that he was present at this moment to catch the futility and the 
brutality of life. 

The novelist's sense, the instinct as natural as the scent of the 
hunting dog . . . Aye, but there was also the heart. Sometimes 
he laid aside his pen and waited and winced for hours until the 
darlmess was stvept away from his eves. Frequently he inhaled 
ether and nodded in its fumes and dreamed away his pain. And 
he bought little jars of s\Tup drugs that ate up all the money 
he had set aside for a summer holiday. 

But underneath the fugue of suffering there ^v■as always a clear 
note of pagan beauty: “I love the heavens, like a bird; the for- 
ests, lilie the wolf; the rocks, like the chamois; deep grass as a 
horse loves it to roll in; and clear waters in ■svhich to s^sim like 
a fish. I feel vibrating in me something common to every animal, 
some of all the instincts and all the dim desires of the lower crea- 
tion. I love the world as thc>’ do and not lil;e you men. I love 
it ■svithout admiring it, without poedzing it, v.-ithout soaring to the 
cmpvTcan. I love it with a love which is deep and bestial, %vhich 
is contemptible and yet sacred . , 

He pretended — though his stories belied his words — that he 
had no compassion for men. “I can split open a poet’s skuU 
merely for the curiosity- of seeing what is inr'dc.” Bat the mv-stcri- 
ous stifferings of dumb animals, he declared, horrified him and 
awakened all the tender instincts of his soul. The cr^’ of the wolf 
in the trap "vsns lus ay. His genius, far above the average man’s, 
was linlicd to the bodily senses of a life lower — in the scale of evo- 
lution — than the life of man. He wto'c — or did he dream it in the 
fumes of his ether? — about a miserly old peasant woman who de- 
cided to thro^v her dog into a pit — a dog “that did not c%‘en bark” 
— so that she would not have to pay an eight-franc government 
tax on dogs. At first she approached a laborer to do the job. But 
he asked fii-epcncc for it. ‘‘Tnat amount seemed madly exag- 

[= 5 ^] 



LIVING BIOGRAPHIES OF FAMOUS NO\^LiSTS 

gerated. The neighbor’s farm servant offered to do it for t^vo- 
pence halfpenny, but that ^s'as still too much.” So she ^s’cnt her- 
self to the pit and thre^^• the dog in by the neck. “At first she 
heard a dull thud; then a sharp cry, the shrill heart-rending ciy 
of a ^rounded animal ; next a lot of little cries of pain, one after 
the other; then despairing appeak, the pleadings of a dog implor- 
ing, \vith its head raised towards the mouth of the pit.” 

That night, as she lay in bed, she saw the dog in a dream. 
In the morning she determined to have the dog brought out of 
the pit. She ^vent to a man who worked in clay-pits and asked 
him to help her. But he ^^’anted four francs to get the dog out. 
She was taken aback. “Four francs,” she screamed %rith anger. 
“Too much!” Well, at least she might appease her conscience by 
thro^ving a piece of bread into the pit for Pierrot. But in tlie 
meantime a bigger dog had been thrown into the pit ^v^th Pier- 
rot; and when Madame cast dowm the piece of bread, “she could 
clearly distinguish the sounds of a terrible scufile, and then the 
plaintive cries of Pierrot who had been bitten by the stronger 
dog. It \vas all very well for her to specify, ‘This is for you, 
Pierrot.’ It ^vas dear that Pierrot got nothing.” 

And then ]Madamc declared in a tone of self-justification, “Ah, 
%vcll, I can’t feed all the dogs that arc thrown into that pit.” . . . 
-And suffocating at the thought of all those dogs living at her 
expense, she ^vent a\vay, even taking witli her the rest of the 
bread and eating it as she departed. 

The tears sprang to his eyes when he spoke of the silent suffer- 
ing of the partners of his soul. And he wrote a tender and beauti- 
ful idyll on the corpse of a donkey that lay decaying in the 
mouths of flics just wrthin three paces of the green fields for which 
it had longed — and longed in vain — during a lifetime of toiling 
for its master. 

-And what of the kingdom of man, the lesser animal? Destiny 
dominated mankind with the same brut.ality, he said, with which 
mankind dominated donkc\-s and dogs. \\’ith a few fx)1d .'trokes 
of his plastic pen, he brought to life the entire futile struggle of 

[252] 



MAUPASS.\NT 


the Norman pcasantrv'. But he made contact wth these poor souls 
not as mind to mind but as sense to sense, touch to touch, smcii 
to smell. His sense of smell was as acute as that of the animak 
of the field. He scented their emotions, their wa)-s of life, their 
instincts, their very- thoughts. “All life in his pages . . . appears 
as a concert of odors.” 

Unsavor%‘ odors, for the most part. His tasion of life was a 
fision of ugliness. “He fixes his attention upon some.small spot 
of human life, usually some dreary, shabby, sordid spot, takes 
up the particle and squeezes it cither till it grimaces or till it 
bleeds.” 

Yet c%'en the ugliest of his stories are brightened with a sensu- 
ous gusto in the telling. He loved the electric contact ( f human 
flesh. He was the Renoir of the pen. He saw no subtle humor in 
the stories of life he had to tell, whether of peasants or of princes. 
Yet he achic^■cd the most subtle of arts as he described the comedy 
of suffering, stupidity and grossness. His short stories tvcrc a re- 
\i\-al of the fables of La Fontaine and of the witty talcs of 
Boccaccio. The leste conic — licentious tale — has always appealed 
to the c\‘ancsccnt sparkle of the Latin mind. 

Maupasnnt ^vas the master of the short story, yet his manner 
of telling it ^vas the manner of telling an epic. He ^\Tote sc\-cral 
novek that ^vere short stories. .:\nd all his short stories •were novek. 

In all hk people there is no comfort of religion, no soul. And 
vet he k a poet who tries to masquerade as a cynic. Hk pcssi- 
mkm, hk scientific prcckion, hk brilliant, simple, classical style 
arc merely the dress of the young generation of men around him. 
Like the rest of hk generation, Maupassant was a man \vho felt 
that he had been created by God but %>.’ho cynically refused to 
trust in the parentage. He had no philosophic formula to live by. 
“There arc as many truths as there arc men . . . Each one of 
us forms for himself an illusion of the world, ^vhich k the illusion 
poetic, or scntimcnta.I, or joyous, or melancholy, or unclean, or 
dismal, according to hk nature . . . the illusion of beauty, whidr 
k a human convention . . . the illusion of ugliness, which is a 
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changing opinion . . . the illusion of the ignoble, ^vhich attracts 
so many! The great artists are those who make humanity accept 
their particular illusions.” 

The society of the Faubourg Saint-Honorc, ■who entertained 
him under their candelabra, were disconcerted. He ^vas a lusty 
countr)' bumpkin for all his fame and finer)'. And his eyes did not 
belong. They were not the eyes of a normal man. They ■^vere eyes 
that gave out no soul. 

And Guy de Maupassant, who had become the master of 
laughter without jollity, looked into his eyes in the mirror and 
was disconcerted too. His face was growing thinner as if the eyes 
by a la^v of their osm nature were feeding on the flesh. As he 
shaved in the morning, a mist came between him and the glass. 
He put his hand to his aching head. And he began to realize why 
he saw so deeply into the atoms of things. Did not anyone sus- 
pect? It was because his 0%™ mind %vas s!o\vly breaking up into 
the atoms of things. Yes, each one of his thoughts ^vas dissolving 
into drops of consciousness. And every atom of his thoughts be- 
held every fellow atom in a "vision of euphoric brilliance before 
the final disintegration. And he was climbing the scale of art 
from genius to greater genius to childhood — and to the primitive 
man — and beyond; and he was sliding down the scale of evolu- 
tion to the prehistoric man, the half-man — and below. 

V 

He did kot u^’DERSTA^•D why he should be dying of a venereal 
disease contracted in a nameless, obscure moment — an adventure 
wth a shadow. He did not understand and he was terrified at 
the thought of death. “I believe in the definite annihilation of 
every human being that dies.” When a man once jests at life, 
men svill ever after take him for a jester. They did not realize, 
these million readers of his books, that the halludnatioas and the 
ghosts tliat appeared in hLs stories were drawn from the secret 
hours of his own life. He buried himself in medical boolzs, ac- 

[^54] 



MAUPASSANT 


costed doctors e\-cr)-\vhcrc and questioned them about diseases. 
“He b collecting data for a new book, a satire on doctors, a study 
of abnormality,” concluded the wise. And ^v•hcn he announced 
calmly to his dinner guests, “I am interested in insanity; I am 
going to describe the process of a man going EIo^^•ly mad” — did 
they understand? Did his mistreses understand that he \isited 
their boudoir because he ^^■as afraid to sleep alone? 

He was suffering from autoscopia. At times he saw himself as 
plainly as if he had been looking in the mirror. As he entered his 
rooms one afternoon, he found himself seated in a chair reading 
a book he had laid aside when he had left the room a moment 
before. He -wrote a tale. La Horla, about a man haunted by his 
own double. And once, while he was -writing at his table, his 
double sat down noiselessly opposite him and began to dictate 
word for word all that he \vas \sTiting. He grew li\’id and screamed 
and made a desperate movement with his hand to drive away 
the v-ision. 

There was the chill of d>ing worlds in his blood. More than 
ever now he dreaded the approach of -winter. He sat shivering 
by the fireside. In warm weather he had fires going in ever)' 
room. He bought a yacht, sailed out under the Mediterranean 
sun, roamed the sa.nds of Africa. But in the heat, as in the cold, 
he took notes with a shudder. He thought of the flics that live 
a fc\v hours, the be.asts that live a fc^v da)s, the men that live a 
few years, the \vorlds that live a fc-w centuries, ^^'hat was the 
difference bet-wcen the worm and the universe? A few more 
dawns, that ^vas all! ... “I now see death so near me that I 
^^•ant to stretch out my arms to push it back. I see it cvcry^vhcrc. 
The insects crushed on the path, the falling leaves, the ^vhitc hair 
in a friend’s head rend my heart and cry to me, ‘Behold it!’ It 
spoils for me all I do, all I see, all that I cat and drink, all that 
I love — the bright moonlight, the sunrise, the broad ocean, the 
noble rivers, and the soft summer evening air so s^vcct to breathe.” 

.And now, as he listened \vith a sc\xnth sense, terrible news's 
came to hint over the Mediterranean breezes. Fate had suddenly 
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struck his younger brother, Hcr\'c — robust, unsuspecting, serene 
— a mortal blo'iv in the mind as the sun strikes a sleeping batlicr. 
As his relatives led him away to an as%’lum, he pointed to Guy 
and shrieked, “You’re the cra2y one, I tell you ! You’re the family 
lunatic !” 

Soon Hcrv'c was on his death bed, indifferent and quiet. But 
with a last effort of strength he called out to his brother, just 
as he used to call ^vhcn they were boj-s together, “Come and play 
in the garden, Guy.” And w’hen Guy ^^•iped a^vay the tears, the 
eyes were dead. 

And now, sad irony, came the period of his greatest literary 
creation — as if he had suddenly strayed into the keeping of un- 
seen gods. For the toxic poisons in his blood were \sTinging from 
him the finest blossoms of his genius before destroying him. From 
his pen came stories of glowing silent tropics and beautiful human 
loves, of excursions on the Mediterranean whose \s-alcrs dissolved 
into star planets under the creative light of the moon. 

And his suffering grew apace with his beauty. Library’ tables, 
chairs, lamps became animals walking in and out of the room 
and down the stairs and into the street. Millions and billions of 
microbes were parading through his blood. ^Vhen he set his heel 
on the ground, it jerked up\s’ards. Once, as his servant was escort- 
ing him slowly through the fields, Uicy came upon a giant crucifix. 
“Ah, Francois, He was thirty-three years of age when He tvas 
crucified. I am approaching forty-one.” 

He had become the “Grand" Painter of the human grimace 
... He paints without hate and without love, without anger and 
without pity . . . All the grotesque souls, all the unfortunates he 
sho\s-s us so distinctly that we see them with our ointi eyes and we 
find them more real than reality itself. He brings to life; he docs 
not judge . . . His indifference equals tliat of nature.” 

It Ls a few hours after New Years. Maup.Tsstuit presses a re- 
volver to his head and pulls the trigger. But when he finds it 
empty, he sl.ashcs his throat open with a razor and stands staring 
with an indifferent smile. ^Vhcn his scrv.ant ran screaming into the 
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room, he said calmly — “You see what I have done, Frangois. I 
have slashed my throat. It is a case of sheer madness.” 

The naturalist had merely made one final experiment upon 
the human animal. And now he was ready to put aside his les- 
sons. The doctors bandaged him and stopped the flow of blood. 
When the morning came up like a greyhound over the sky, they 
led him dos™ to his beloved sea in the hope that the sight of his 
yacht, the Bel Ami, might bring him back to sanity. For some 
time he gazed at the boat. His lips moved like a child’s who 
hasn’t yet learned how to speak. He said nothing. Then he 
turned away. He was completely indifferent to his surroundings. 
“He was floating gently among the grasses and willows on that 
terrible lidclcss stream.” 
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Once a month, in 1874, a group of four %'.'Titers — Zola, 
Flaubert, Turgenev and Daudet — met for dinner at the Cafe 
Riche, in Paris. This monthly meeting — it ^vas called The Din- 
ner of I he Hissed Authors — had developed into a periodic festi- 
val of grandiose ideas, spicy conversation and even spider food. 
“\Vc ^vcrc all gourmands,” ^^Totc Zola, “and, speaking for m)-sclf, 
I had good need to be one. I had to fill a stomach that had been 
empty for many years.” 

'Ihcy sat dowm to table at se\’cn o’dock, and they left the 
restaurant at t^vdve. But not to go home. First they must ^s•andcr 
through the streets till Hvo, three, four in the morning — exchang- 
ing plots, discussing thdr next novels, tearing the >vorld apart 
and then rebuilding it after their heart's desire. 

Turgenev ^s■ould be. the first to break away. And after him, 
Daudet. Zola would then accompany “Papa Flaubert” to the 
latter's house on the Rue Murillo; Flaubert at his door tvould kiss 
Zola on both cheeks, and they would part \dth a final tvord from 
the master to the disdple: “All has been said bdorc us, my son. 
IVe have nothing left except to say the sotc things. But we must 
say them in more beautiful words . . .” 
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Zola lived not only to say the old things in more beautiful 
words, but to say new things in words that ^vere to re-echo around 
the world. 


II 

The word Zola means clod of earth. Emile ^s•as true to his 
name; he ^vas the son of Mother Earth, and he loved every com- 
mon creature that came out of her loins. 

He %vas a man of mixed blood — a little bit of everything that 
was good. His grandmother was a Grech, his mother was a 
Frenchwoman, and his father was an Italian. 

Francesco Zola, a ci\'il engineer who alwaj's had the right 
ideas but the \sTong men to back them, managed at last to 
reach the border of success when the magistrates of Aix commis- 
sioned him to build a canal that %vould bring water from the 
mountains to the city. But he never succeeded in crossing beyond 
the border; he died (1847) before the work on the canal had 
begun, Madame Zola ^vas left with her scrv'cn-y car-old son, Emile, 
and ^s•ith nothing but a disappointed dream on which to support 
him. 

Five years of desultory' schooling, interrupted by many a truant 
excursion on the banks of the Torse, and then the roughneck 
little vagabond %vas sent for a real education to the College of Aix. 

His stay at the college was a Io^g-dra^^TI-out torture. He was 
reserved, found it hard to make friends, and suffered from an 
embarrassing lisp. When his classmates asked him for his name, 
he stammered out, Thola. And Thola became a nickname and a 
scourge to the stammering, awkward and sensitive little recluse. 

But he didn’t tai:c his punishment lying doivn. He was a 
lighter. Though “alone against the mob,” he returned blow for 
blow. One morning, after he had been attacked by an entire 
yardful of his schoolmates, he stood battered and breathless and 
trying very hard to keep the tears from his eyes. One of the bojs 
''ho had just arrived in the yard wall;cd up to lum. “I am sorry 
for what h.as happened.” 
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“Oh, that’s all right. I can take good care of myself.” 

The newcomer held out his hand impulsively. “I’d like to be 
friends wth you.” 

“And I with you,” said Zola, taking the proffered hand. “By 
the way, tvhat is your name?” 

“Cezanne, Paul Cezanne.” 

And thus began the companionship that ^vas to last for many 
years. T^vo determined rebels against the ^vorld. 

III 

-At the College of Aix, young Zola was a good •writer — at thir- 
teen he had composed a novel and a thrcc-act play — but a poor 
student. And when he left Aix for the Ecole Normalc in Paris, 
he was no better as a student. He cut his classes, he refused to 
“recite” when called upon, and he devoted all his time to “writing 
poetry and reading Rabelais, Montaigne, Hugo and Musset.” At 
the final examination he received a zero in “literature.” . 

His failure was a great blow to his mother. She had scrubbed 
floors and taken in tvashing in order to pay his ^vay through col- 
lege. She had wanted him to be an engineer, like his father. And 
now her hopes were dashed to the ground. £mile was doomed to 
the dreary life of a clerk, or — God forbid ! — to tlic destitute life 
of a -writer. Even Emile himself was in despair. "During the past 
week,” he ^v•rote to one of his friends, “I have been overcome by 
a great melancholy ... I am twenty and have no profession 
... I have been dreaming up to now and walking on shifting 
sands. \Vho kno^sa \vhcn I shall fall?” 

Fortunately he -svas saved from an immediate fall through an 
old friend of his father’s, M. Labot, who secured him a derbhip 
at the Napoleon Docks. Barely enough to feed his body — but 
nothing to feed his soul. “It is no fun at the Doeb. For a month 
I have been Ih-ing in that hellish stable; and by Jove, I feel it 
in my back and legs and aU my other limbs. I find my desk stink- 
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ing. I am disgusted and I am going to thro^^• over thb foul ware- 
house.” 

He threw it over after a few months. And then, two. years in 
the gutter. Want, hunger, bitterness, rags, dcspondcncj' — and 
dreams. Plans for the regeneration of man, for a nets' Bible that 
would bring heaven nearer to earth. If only he could find the 
strength to create that Bible! If only he could still that gnassing 
hunger in his stomach ! 

A reunion ssith Cezanne, who had foUoss'cd him to Paris. They 
took rooms together, dreamed together, and starved together. 
The new apostle of the pen, the new apostle of the brush, in an 
age when nobody cared for apostles. Zola wrote poems and 
Cezaime painted pictures, and neither of them could find a pub- 
lic for their •wares. And, truth to tell, neither of them as yet de- 
scTvcd to find a public. The fuel of their suffering had not as 
yet been touched into the flame of inspiration. 

“But I win ^^•rite that great work some day. You wait and sec !” 

In the meantime, further bitterness, further dcspondcnc}', 
further want. In the -vs-intcr of 1861-62 his hunger was so keen 
that he set traps for sparrows on the roof above his attic, and 
broiled them over a candle on the end of a curtain rod. There 
•Ns'cre times when he fainted from want of food. 

And then, another rescue through one of his father’s friends. 
This time it was a job as “bundle bov” at the publishing house 
of Hachette and Company. For sc\'eral months he ^^•rappcd books 
in the shipping department, and spent his spare time in ■\\'riting 
retiews of those boolis for his ms'n amusement- 

One day his employer caught him at this “idle amusement.’’ 
He read the review. “Zola,” he said, “you may be a lazv' shipper, 
but you’re not so bad at vstiiing copy. We’U try you in the adver- 
tbing department.” 

This promotion was a godsend to Zola. At last he had found 
an opportunity to earn his bread by hb pen! 

.And novv that hb pen had been sharpened, he used it assidu- 
ously both day and night, ^^■he^ he got through •with hb regular 
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office work, he went home — ^he now lived wnth his mother — and 
after a hearty dinner sat do\^•n to his “irregular” writing. He 
had now turned from poetr)- to fiction. “My Muse has been a 
pretty imfruitful jade. I shall henceforth be a prosateur.” He 
began to send out his short stories, and had the satisfaction of 
seeing some of them printed in the pro\’incial papers. And then 
he collected a number of these stories. Tales for Ninon, and took 
them — not to his o^s•n publisher but to another, “less conserv’a- 
dve” firm, the house of Hetzel and LacroLx. It was the early 
spring of 1864. M. Lacroix looked up from his desk and saw a 
stock)-, awkward lad rrith bristling hair and a belligerent pug- 
nose. “Sir, \\-ilI you please read these stories? Only one of them, 
I beg you, any one. You rrill see at once that I have talent.” 

Amused at the lad’s asstirance — an assurance, horvever, ut- 
tered in a very timid tone — M. Lacroix promised to read the 
manuscript. After a delay of sc\-cral weeks that to the impadent 
Zola appeared like several years, the publishers accepted the 
manuscript. 

“The battle,” exulted Zola, “has been short ... I am now 
on the threshold of things . . . From this point it only remains 
for me to go for\s-ard. I shall march on !” 


IV 

Recognttiox, and then romance. Zola had taken an apartment in 
one of the streets near the £coIe de Medicine, on the left bank 
of the Seine. One evening he met Alexandrine Meslcy, the daugh- 
ter of the man from whom he had rented his rooms. The girl — a 
tall, striking brunette %vith eyes “like those of a child in an old 
Spanish portrait” — was weeping and trying to avoid him. Litdc 
by litde he got her story. She had given herself to her lover, a 
young medical student from the pro\-inccs. The lover had gone 
home and abandoned her. Zola took her into his home as his 
mistress; and after a while he took her into his heart as his wife. 

It was a union of equal tenderness on both sides. Ph)-sicaIIy 
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there \vas little in common between them. “Zola ^v’as ugly as a 
nightmare, and Ale.xandrinc was lovely as a dream.” But if Zola 
adored the beauty of her body, Alexandrine adored the beauty 
of his soul. 

And Alexandrine too, as we shall see, was to prove tliat she 
had a beautiful soul. 

With an established home and a gro^ving reputation, Zola 
went on with his work. He had become interested in the “real- 
istic” type of literature — novels like Flaubert’s Madame Bovary 
and plays likcGoncourt’s Henriette Marcchal — clinical studies of 
love, eyes that probed into the innermost secrets of life. He, too, 
^vanted to become a seeing eye that would e-xpose the dbcases of 
society in order that the body of society might be healed. He 
wrote several realistic — ^hc preferred to call them naluralislic — 
novels. The novels \vere widely read, and Zola was widely abused. 
“In the minds of respectable people I am lost!” 

And the public continued to abuse him, and to read him, and 
to pour money into his purse. In the salons of the “unrcspcctablc” 
intelligentsia he was becoming someivhat of a lion — or rather very 
much of a bear, ^vith his hairy face and his fat paunch and his 
unpolished manners. He ^sTotc a series of articles in praise of 
Cezanne and the otlier “despised new artists” — though he admit- 
ted that he hardly knew black from white — and he created a 
storm of controvery over his “insane” ideas. And he relbhed his 
“insanity” and his popularity. For it all paved the way toward 
the great project that he had in mind, the New Bible that he had 
planned for so many years, the complete and unadorned picture 
of humanity as seen through the lives of the succeeding genera- 
tions of a single family. An epic of denunciation, to serve at the 
same time as a gospel of hope. 

In ^vriting this epic of denunciation — in ten volumes — Zola be- 
came at once a student, a critic and a teacher of his fellow men. 
Before he started each novel, he made a thorough simxy of the 
scenes, the characters, tlic situations, the language, the hopes, 
the fears and the beliefs of the atoms of humanity that went into 
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the building of the body of that novel. He read boob; on tlie 
subject, he visited places, he spoke to people, he observed their 
action, their intonation, their slang, and he took notes — volume 
upon volume of notes for evcr>’ one of his stories. And tlicn he 
took this umvieldy mass of information, re-read it, sorted it, fash- 
ioned it into an idea and a plot, traced the ^\•hole thing out 
slo\vIy, methodically, painstakingly — ‘hvriting is a very difficult 
job for me” — and, finally, after a labor of several months, some- 
times even of years, a new work of art came into life. 

Let us glance briefly at one of these works of art — UAssomoir 
— a flame that sprang out of a vast quantity of carcfully-pUed-up 
fuel. (Zola has given us a detailed account of the preparation 
and the \vriting of this novel.) This story is a picture of the suf- 
ferings of the poor — “a frightful picture,” observ’es Zola in his 
notes, “and one \vhich ^sill carr>' its own moral.” Tlie heroine 
of the story, Gervaise Macquart, is a woman of the people — a 
protot)-pe of the unhappy stepchildren of Mother Earth. Though 
barely past twenty, she is the mother of two children — Etienne 
and Claude — tire offspring of her illicit affair with Lantier. She 
has thro^^•n herself upon the protection of Lantier, at the age of 
thirteen, in order to escape from the cruelty of her parents. At 
first Lantier was kind to her, but of late he has been neglecting 
her. He staj-s a^vay all night; and ^vhcn he arrives in the morn- 
ing, he can hardly stand on his feet. UAssomoir, tlie neighbor- 
hood dram shop. And another woman, Adele. Gervaise is still 
attractive — but she has one phj-sical defect, a sh'ght limp ^vhich 
becomes especially pronounced when she is tired from overwork. 
And these da)-s she is \cry tired, indeed. 

One morning, as she scrubs the family clothes at a public 
laundr\-, her children rush in to report that Lander has deserted 
her for Adele — and tliat he has taken all of Gerv’aise’s belongings 
■\dth him. Added to the children’s c-xclamadons arc tlic gibes of 
Adcle’s strapping sister, A’irginic, who has come to the laundiy 
to enjoy the discomfiture of Adclc's defeated ri\-al. Though small 
and frail as compared to her tormentor, Gervaise flings herself 
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upon her and kicks her and bites her and beats her until Virginic 
begs for mere)’. 

“But rU never forget this !” \Trginie mutters as she slinks out 
of the laundr)’. 

For a time Geiv'aisc supports herself and her children by work- 
ing as a laundress. Among her acquaintances is the tinsmith, 
Coupcau, a young man ^vho kno^^ of her tmhappy life \vith 
Lander. Coupeau asks her to become his mistress, but she re- 
fuses him again and again. Finally he proposes marriage, and 
she accepts. 

Storms and dcnunciadons on the part of Coupcau’s family, 
and the uvo settle do^^•n to an interlude of comparadve happi- 
ness. Coupcau is a good tinsmith, Gervaise is an excellent laun- 
dress, and together they manage to pro\’idc a “decent” home 
for the Uvo children. And for a third child, Nana, who is bom 
four years after their marriage. 

Shortly after her confinement wth Nana, Gen’aisc returns 
to work in the laundr)’. Her one dream is some day to have a 
laundry of her otvn. Things arc not so bad after all — especially 
if you work hard, and stay honest, and plan . . . 

But one day her plans received a sudden blow. Her husband 
fell dou'n from a roof that he was repairing. She refused to send 
him to the hospital, but insisted on caring for him at home. A 
long and expensive convalescence — and Coupcau emerged from 
it a changed man. The fall had shattered not only his body but 
his soul. No more ambition, no more planning, no more hope. 
Just one overmastering passion. L’Assomoh — the dram shop . . . 

Destiny ^vas pla)'ing a cat-and-mouse game with the Coupcaus. 
A tidbit of happiness, a plunge into despair, and then aitothcr 
false promise of happiness. A man who secretly loved Gcr\’akc, 
the goldcn-bcardcd and golden-hearted blacksmith Goujet, pre- 
vailed upon her to accept from him a loan of five hundred francs. 
It was enough to open her laundr)* — the fulfillment of her dream. 

But that tigcr-cat. Destiny, was waiting for her next spring. 
Virginic, the sister of Adclc, had become a neighbor of the 
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Coupcaus. She had never forgotten the drubbing she had re- 
ceived from Geiv'aise. Under a pretense of friendship, she in- 
formed Gcivaise that Lantier had returned to the QuarticT. “He 
has deserted Adeic — and he is still in love ^^■iLh you.” 

Gervaise was terrified. But for some time her former lover 
made no effort to meet her. Instead, he sought out the friendship 
of her husband, Coupeau. The two men became inseparable com- 
panions at the dram shop ; and finally Lantier inrited himself to 
become a boarder at the Coupeaus’ house. 

And now, under the influence of the two degraded men, began 
the slow degradation of Geivaise. Obliged to support them both, 
as ^\■cll as her children, she struggled for a time against her ex- 
cessive burden — and then she succumbed. She quarreled ^\•ith 
her husband, she neglected her business, she sought forgetfulness 
in the arms of Lantier. And then came the final blow: she lost 
Lantier and her laundry. Virginie inherited them both. 

Together ^s^th her husband, she is no%v sucked do^^•n into the 
^vhirIpool of the U Assomoir. Coupeau lapses from stupor to 
stupor, until he finally sinks into the nightmare of an alcoholic 
death. Kana, a full-grotm girl, has left home to become a street- 
walker. Gervaise, too, tries to walk the streets, but nobody %\‘ill 
have her no;s-. Starvation, liquor, despair. The edge of the abjss. 
The blacksmitli Goujet makes one final attempt to rescue her. 
But it is too late. U Assomoir — the %vorId-tavcm that intoxicates 
the poor with the bitter cup of sorrow — has taken its toll. 


V 

Zoi_v s NO\'ELS about the poor — another of Destines jokes — had 
made him ver}- rich. And veiy fat. And very morose. 'Whatever 
you did, life had you by the throat. When you were poor, you 
starved to death; •svhen you wac rich, you etc yourself to death. 
Zola, a neurotic from infancy, believed that he suffered from 
every disease under the sun — a result, he said, of his early priva- 
tion and his subsequent indulgence. Actually he ^vas healthy as 
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a horse. What really bothered him was not his strengthlessness 
but his childlessness. \N'ithout any children, he felt he ^v•as only 
half a man. ^Vhy had fate given him a wife "who couldn’t fulfill 
hen function of motherhood? Here in his household was another 
•woman, Jeanne Rozerot, his personal maid. Tall, healtliy, gray- 
eyed, good-looking, fresh — what a mother she ^s•ould make for 
his chDdren! . . . 

And ^vhy not? To be sure, she was scarcely twenty and he ^vas 
already fifty and gray and round as a hogshead. But ^vith the 
proper diet he could take thirty' years off his age and thirty pounds 
off his weight. As for his gray hairs, they would only give him 
added dignity’ in Jeanne’s eyes. 

A drastic restriction in his food for several months — ^no fats, 
no pastries and no liquids with his meals — and the old professor 
emerged as a rejuvenated Faust. He set up an apartment for 
Jeanne Rozerot, and to his supreme joy became the father of 
two children. 

But for his sHfe Alexandrine there was no joy. She remon- 
strated, she stormed, she threatened to leave — and finally she sub- 
mitted to her role as first in his home, second in his heart. She 
^vent even further than that. There is a French motto — noblesse 
oblige (nobility brings obligations). In Alexandrine’s case it was 
the other ^vay around — obligations brought nobility. 'W’ith a 
generosity bom of her sadness, she got into communication with 
the mother of her husband’s children, had the children legal- 
ized under Zola’s name, and took a personal interest in their wel- 
fare as long as she lived. 

To show his gratitude to Alexandrine, Zola dedicated to her 
hLs nc.xt book, Lc Doclcur Pascal. “To niy dear Wife I inscribe 
this book which is the resume and the conclusion of all my work.’’ 
In one of the copies of the book, howc\'cr, he wrote a different 
dedication: “To my darling Jeanne, who has given me the roy.il 
banquet of her youth, and who has made me the present of my 
Denise and my Jacques, the dear children for •whom I have writ- 
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ten this book, so that they may know . . . how much I adore 
their Mother.” 

Until the ver\- end of his da^-s, £mile Zola kept up his two 
relationships — his devotion to “my dear \Vife” and his adoration 
for “my darling Jeanne.” 


VI 

HEX Zola had completed his ten-novel “epic fight for the 
truth,” there was nothing left for him but to rest on his laurels. 
It ■;vas then, ho^ve\'cr, that his reed fight began. 

It concerned the trial of Captain .Alfred Dreyfus. 

-At the beginning of the trial, Zola took but little interest in it. 
“-Another Jew accused of unpatriotic actirities.” Zola had never 
cared much for Jcu'S — as a young man, he had positively disliked 
them. -As the trial went on, howe%‘cr, he began to sense something 
peculiar in the proceedings. Trained as an accurate observer in 
the preparation of his novels, he suspected in the charges against 
Dre}-fus a plot to frame an innocent man. He began to study the 
case. His suspicion became a. certainty. -An act of terrible injustice 
tsus being perpetrated in his country'. It ^s•as his solemn duty, as 
a patriotic citizen, to rectify the injustice. It ^^■as not Dreyfus, it 
was France, that was on trial before the world. Zola threw him- 
self heart and soul into the business of clearing the name of 
DreMus in order that he might dear the name of France. 

DrcMus -was ^\•asting away in solitary confinement on Dc\’irs 
Island. “I am innocent !” he cried again and again, believing in 
his despair that only the winds and the waves heard his cry. 

But Zola had heard it, and he compelled the entire world to 
hear it. He wrote and published a pamphlet, J’ Accuse (I -Ac- 
cuse), in which he carefully analvrcd the entire case. In this 
pamphlet he not only demonstrated the innocence of Dreyfus, 
but he pointed his accusing finger at the men and the institutions 
that were guiltv'. “It is only today that this affair has begun, since 
it is only now- that sides have dcfinitdy been taken: on the one 

[ 2 / 1 ] 



LIVING BIOGRAPHIES OF FAMOUS NO\''ELISTS 


hand, the culprits tvho ^vant no light at all on the business; on 
the other, lovers of justice who would lay down their lives for 
it ... I have one passion only, for light . . . My burning pro- 
test is only the cry of my soul . . . Let the culprits dare to drag 
me into the courts ! Such an action will only hasten the explosion 
of truth and justice !” 

There Avas indeed an explosion — not, however, of truth and 
justice, but of hatred and \'iolence against Zola. “Down tvith 
Zola! Do\\ti with the traitor! Sold to the Jews!” His house was 
attacked. Stones came hurtling through the window. His books 
were banned. He ^s•as burned in effig)' and hurled into the Seine. 
One of the Parisian papers, the Ubre Parole, called for “the 
assassination of Zola and the sacking of his house.” 

Finally the turmoil came to a head. Zola was arrested for libel. 
A long farce of a trial — ^v•henevc^ Ziola’s attorney asked a witness 
for information that might bring out the facts in the case, tlie 
judge snapped, “The question will not be put!” At the end of the 
trial, Zola made an eloquent plea for justice — not for himself, but 
for Drej-fus. “. . . He is innocent, I swear it, I pledge my life, 
my honor upon it. At this solemn hour, before this tribunal which 
represents human justice, before all France, before tlie entire 
^vorld, I stvear that Dreyfus is innocent. .-Vnd, by my forty years 
of labor, and by the authority which this toil may have given me, 
I swear that Dreyfus is innocent. And by all that I have \von, by 
the name I have made for mjsclf, by my works ^vhich have aided 
the spread of French letters, I sivcar that Dreyfus is innocent. 
May all of that crumble, may all of my works perish, if Dreyfus 
is not innocent. He is innocent! . . 

As for the fate of Zola himself, “I am calm ... I may be 
sentenced here. But I sh.all conquer. Some day France will thank 
me for having helped to .save her honor . . .” 

The jury found him guilty of libel (against the men who had 
acca'cd and imprisoned Dreyfus). A fine of 30,000 francs. His 
fight for justice had cost him his labor, his hc.alt!i, his reputation, 

[272] 



ZOLA 


his sa\ings of a lifetime, his friends. He -^vas again, as he had been 
forty yeai3 earlier, despised and destitute and alone. 

But he kept up his fight ! And finally he succeeded in arousing 
the conscience of France. Drejdus %vas retried, found innocent, 
and set free. Zola had conquered. He lived to see the day, as he 
had predicted in his trial, when his country thanked him “for 
ha\ing helped to save her honor.” 

His .A,crr upon the stage of life was over. Time for Destiny to 
ring do%vn the curtain. Dramatically, as befitted a protagonist of 
Zola’s caliber. The morning of September 30, 1902. Zola’s oldest 
friend, Cezanne, has just entered his studio at Aix. He begins to 
prepare his palette for his da/s work. His Eer\-ant, Paulin, rushes 
in. He is ail out of breath. “Monsieur Cezanne, Monsieur Ce- 
zanne, 2ioIa is dead!” 

Cezarme’s heart skips a beat. “How did it happen?’’ 

“Accident, ^Monsieur Cezaime 1 ^V ent to bed last night, left fire 
burning, fire ^vent out, gas fumes, asphj'xiation.” 

Zola had been working late on the night of his death. On his 
desk the next morning they found the unfinis’ncd pugc of a manu- 
script. A scribbled phrase — the sum and substance of his life s 
philosophv: “To remake through truth a higher and happier 
humanity.” 



MARK TV\' AM 



Important ^Vorks by Mark T^s-ain 


The Celebrated Jumping Frog 
Jtxnocrnis Abroad 
Roughing It 
The Gilded Age 
The Adventures of Tom Saueyer 
The Prince and the Paupeg 
Huchlebcrry Finn 
A Connecticut Tanhec 
The American Claimant 


PudcTnhcad U'ilson 
Joan of Arc 

The Man That Corrupted 
Hcdleyburg 
Adam's Diary 
What Is Man 
Captain Stormfteld's 
I 'isit to Ilecven 
The Mysterious Stranger 



Samuel Laiighorne Clemens 

(Mai'k Twain) 

1835-1910 



A'i ark -nvAiN*, wc suspect, has not as yet received his full 
measure of recognition. His \vork has been cro\vncd \v’ith every 
honor save one — an appreciative understanding. ^Vc have allowed 
his reputation to rest upon his second-best ■work. c admire him 
as America’s greatest jester and we ignore him as one of 
America’s profoundest philosophers. In our laughter over his 
jokes we forcet the lash that lies hidden in many of them. Center- 
ing our attention upon his cap and bells, we have failed to sec 
the prophet imder the disguise of the clown. 

To be sure, ?ilark Twain was a jester. But jesters of this t>-pc 
are men with a grin upon their faces and acid in their hearts. 
They laueh, as that other htimorous pessimist, Voltaire, has 
pointed out, in order to keep from hanging themselves. Ha\'ing 
looked deeply into the heart of things, they are overs\ helmed ^^■ith 
the pitiful stupidity of the “damned human race.” And so they 
put on the comic mask as a means for concealing the tears that 
lurk behind it. 

Those ^vho have suffered most have learned to laugh best. The 
humorists, the satirists, the cynics — these naughty urchins .of 
literature are the defeated rebels of life. They thumb their 
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noses at fate because they realize, in their impotence, that there is 
no other gcstme left to them. 

Mark T%vain ^s'as one of these defeated rebels. He believed that 
all human striding is an aimless farce — “a tale told by an idiot, 
full of sound and filiy, signihing nothing.” 'SV e scramble to\vard 
the rainbow and are dro^sTied in the gutter. We reach for the 
moon and wc break our bones. Our persistent aspiration in the 
face of our persistent defeat is a spectacle for the amusement of 
the gods. But ^ve too — ^believed Mark Twain — can be amused if 
we mitigate the pangs of our defeat \«th the anodjTie of our 
laughter. ^Ve can detach ourselves sufficiently to enjoy the spec- 
tacle of our owTi suffering. “Learn to agonize as an actor in the 
drama of life; but leam also, as an onlooker, to smile at your own 
agony.” 

II 

Samuel clexeens was a product of his time and place. A child 
of the border, he met life like all pioneers — with a grim sense of 
humor. This type of humor, writes his biographer Albert Bigelow 
Paine, “grew out of a distinct condition — the battle with the 
frontier. The fight was so desperate, to take it seriously was to 
surrender. IV'omcn laughed that they might not xveep; men, xvhen 
they could no longer swear. Western humor xvas the result It is 
the freshest, wildest humor in the world, but there is tragedy 
behind it.” 

Even as a child Samuel Clemens was acquainted with many of 
the tragedies of life. Brought up in a midwestem village of poor 
xshites, he saw slaves flogged and men shot do^v■n. in the streets. 
His parents led a migratory life of hopeless and loveless privation. 
Tlicy xs'crc alwajs “on the westward sring” — trcldcing from the 
seaboard to Kentucky, from Kcntud:y to Tennessee and from 
Tennessee to Missouri. It was in Missouri that Samuel was bom 
(November 30, 1835). 

His father, a morose and dbeouraged derelict, hardly ever . 
played with his children or showed them any affection. In the 
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%\'inter of 1847 he died; and Samuel, an unruly, ragged, under- 
sized, sickly and neurotic little roughneck of clc^'cn, found him- 
self thrust upon the untender mercies of the world. Taken out 
of school, he ^vas put to work as a “printers de^il.” His employer 
described him as a youngster with a huge head, an ink-smudged 
face and an infinite capacity- for laziness. He fell in ^^•ith the 
idlers of the %Tllage and became acquainted %s'ith every phase of 
human aberration. And of human sorro^v. In his early teens he 
\s-itnessed the death of a sister and a brother. At twenty-three his 
hair turned gray when another of his brothers ^vas burned to 
death in a steamboat explosion on the Mississippi. At thirty he 
■Nsas so disgusted ^\•ith life that “he put a loaded pistol to his head, 
but found he lacked courage to pull the trigger.” He decided 
to live and to translate his sorrow into laughter. Yet his later 
C-xpericnces, though they brought him many honors, afforded 
him but little occasion for laughter. His first child died soon 
after its birth. A second succumbed to pneumonia as a result of 
Mark Twain's absent-minded carelessness. He had been out driv- 
ing %rith the child on a snowy day and, wrapped in his own 
dreams, he had forgotten to co^•cr the child sufndcntly against the 
cold. Another of his children barely escaped death ^^•hcn Mark 
Twain heedlessly let go of the perambulator at the summit of a 
steep hill. “I shouldn’t have been entrusted with the job,” he said 
when the child, "vvith bleeding head, was picked up from the 
stones at the bottom of the hill. “I was not qualified for any such 
responsibility as that. Some one should have gone who had at 
least the rudiments of a mind. Necessarily I ^^•ould lose mv-sclf 
in wool-gathering.” Several years later, when he returned from 
a triumphant lecture tour that had taken him around the -world, 
he learned that Susy, the most gifted of his children, had died in 
his absence. And then came the bitterest tragedy of them all. On 
December 23. iqoo. his daughter Jean had worked hard a.ll day 
preparing for the Christmas celebration. The tree was sc;, the 
presents were neatly wrapped and addressed, and everything s'.-as 
ready for the holiday. Jean kissed her father good night, as usual. 
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and %\-ent to bed. The ne.xt morning word ■'\‘as brought to Mark 
Rvain that Jean dead. She had suflercd an epileptic stroke 
•vs'hile taking a bath. 

■\’er>' fe\v men have been more famous than Mark Twain, .^d 
verv' feav men have been more imhappy. He knew ho'.v to laugh 
uproariously. But there tragedy in his laughter. 

Ill 

KLmik tw.atn' -ivas a true son of the frontier — ^the frontier be- 
tween human hope and human disappointment. Wherever he 
traveled — as a pilot on the Mississippi, as a mining prospector in 
Ncv'ada, as a reporter in San Francisco — ^he became “personally 
and famiharly acquainted” with the struggles and the rebuffs and 
the renewed struggles of his “fellow-damned human brothers.” 
Everywhere he became saturated -xsith the life and the humor 
of the border. It tvas a boisterous life and an exuberant humor. 
The pioneers lived on the boundary between bitter fact and ex- 
tratagant fancy. Their stories, created in the mirage of the desert, 
were coarse and HHd and hUarious talcs of gigantic heroes and 
superhuman adventures. Talcs of legendary -American Samsons 
like Paul Bunyan, svhosc perspiration, as he toiled on the moun- 
tainside, flo^s'cd down into the saDcy and formed the Great Salt 
Lalie. Sagas of .American Munchausens 13;c Jim Bridges, who 
lost his svay in the Petrified Forest svhilc trying to escape from 
the Indians, and %vho ts-as himself turned into stone in midair 
as he leaped across a canyon, since in that forest the very law 
of grasity had become petrified. Fant-astic extravaganzas about 
a-grasshopper from whose rump an enormous steal: had been cut 
to be served to all the guests in a restaurant; about a turnip avhosc 
roots reached so far do^^n into the earth that avhen you pulled 
it up an artesian svcil spuned into your face and Bung you into 
the air; about a needle which a little girl accidentally thrust into 
her foot and which two generations later came oat through the 
head of her granddaughter. And — ^what the men of the frontier 
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loved to hear most frequently — ^preposterous burlesques about the 
ne%vly-made American millionaires. One of these milUonaircs, the 
o’.vner of a silver mine in hTe-vada, was sleeping in the upper bunk 
of an inn. In the lo-sver bunk — so ran the stor)* — slept an ordinary 
^vorkingman. In the morning the ^vorkingman awoke with ex- 
cruciating aches and pains all over him. No medicine could cure 
him of his torture until he ^vent to a Turkish bath — and siveated 
out of his pores a pile of silver dust amounting to $417.92 which 
he had absorbed from the miliionaire who had slept above him. 

Such were the folk tales that delighted the pioneers in the 
middle of the nineteenth centurv'. Thc%' formed much of the early 
litcrar}' fare of Mark Twain. 

But added to the laughter of a boisterous people overbubbling 
^s^th life was the sadness of a gentle personality’ contending %rith 
death. Mark T^vain ^\’a5 a pessimist. “A man who doesn’t become 
a pessiinist.” he obseired, “knows too litde about the world.” He 
himself knesv too much about the world to regard it as anything 
more than a “football of the gods.” The greatest gift that life 
can give us, he said, is death. “I have never greatly envied any 
one but the dead. I always envy the dead.” In the first outburst 
of Ms sorrow after the drovviiing of Jean, he c.'<cpres3ed his con- 
viction that he would not bring her back to life even if he could. 
“In her loss I am almost bankrupt, and my life is a bitterness, 
b’jt I am content; for she has been eruiched with the most 
prccio’as of all gifts — that gift which makes all other gifts -mean 
and poor — death. I have never wanted any released friend of 
mine restored to life since I reached manhood.” 

^Vith. the undent Greek philosopher, Solon, Afark Twain be- 
lieved that no man ought to be accounted happy until he is dead. 
This epitome of human wisdom, bom of human suffering, finds 
a continual echo in the works of Alark Twam. “^S*hocvcr has 
Evtq long enough to find out what life is," he writes in Pudd r.- 
hucd U'Uscn, “knows how deep a debt of gratitude wc owe to 
Adam, the first great benefactor of our race. He brought death 
into the world.”" And again, “All say, how hard it is that wc 
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have to die — a strange complaint to come from the mouths of 
people who have had to live.’Mn The Mysterious Stranger the 
Devil makes the following comment on human happiness: “No 
sane man can be happy, for to him life is real, and he secs what 
a fearful thing it is. Only the mad can be happy . . 

All this was more than a mere pose on the part of Mark T^vain. 
His -^vords about life and death had the ring of sincerity about 
them. They had been minted out of his ou-n experience. He had 
proved, to his own bitter satisfaction, the validity' of the old 
Horatian ad\'ice to poets : No writer can make others ■weep ■who 
has not himself ^^•cpt. “\Vords,” remarks the Connecticut Yankee, 
“realize nothing, w\-ify nothing to you, unless you have suffered 
in your own person the thing which the ^vords try’ to describe.” 
Mark T^vain, like that other great unappreciated thinker of the 
nineteenth century, fValt fVhitman, knc\s’ whereof he spoke when 
he greeted “Death, blessed Death” as the gentle physician tliat 
liberates us from that most dreadful of all diseases — Life. 

IV 

In all great moxv there is a vein of pity. Mark Twain’s irony 
grew out of his pity — and his scorn. He had pity for the helpless- 
ness of the weak and scorn for the ruthlcssncss of the strong. 
Anatole France tells us that the entire history of the human race 
may be summarized in a few •words — men arc bom, they suffer, 
they die. Mark Twain ■would have emended these \\’ords to read 
■ — men arc bom, they compel one another to suffer, they die. 
Although he loved human beings as, harassed individuals, he de- 
tested them as a harassing pack of wolves. As a young journalist 
\s'ith a clear eye and a caustic pen, he was obliged to flee from 
San Francisco because he criticized the dishonesty of its business 
and the corruption of its politics. He came East, %vhcrc his vision 
grew even clearer and his pen more caustic. The East, and New 
England in particular, had “an instinctive preference,” to quote 
the apt phrase of Mr. Bernard Dc Voto, “for tJic second rate." 

[285] 



^LAJlK UVAIN 


The ‘‘nice people” %vcrc unable to understand this redheaded 
anarchist from the 'West. But the redheaded anarchist understood 
the “nice people” and he found them, vrhether in Hartford or in 
Boston or in Cambridge or anwhere else, not quite so nice. 
Taken as a whole, he looked upon mankind — including in all 
fairness himself — as among the lo^vest of the animals, ^\'hcn 
asked ■whether he dared to put a man on a level 'is'ith a rat, he 
replied in all seriousness, “I don’t . . . That \vould be unfair to 
the rat.” The principal difference between a man and a dog, he 
observed in Pudd'nhead Wilson, is this — “If you pick a starving 
dog and make him prosperous, he vsill not bite you.” He was 
preoccupied with this idea for the greater part of his life. A few 
daj-s before his death he -wTotc in that caustic-humorous vein of 
his; “'When you reach the gate of Heaven, leave your dog out- 
side. Heaven goes by favor. If it went by merit, you would stay 
out and the dog would go in.” 

^lan is an animal, declared Mark Twain, but he is not a brute. 
He has not as yet reached up to the moral level of the brute. A 
brute kiUs out of hunger. .A man kills out of spite. In The Mys- 
Icrious Stranger the Devil points out to a little boy how a heretic 
is being tortured by his executioners. The boy, sickened by the 
spectacle, remarks to the Devil that it is a brutal thing. “No,' 
replies the Devil, “it is a human thing.” 

No self-respecting animal, observed ^lark Twain, would choose 
to live with humans if he could help it. In A Horses Tale two 
philosophical horses, Sage-Brush and Mongrel, are discussing the 
w-av-s of the gods and the wiles of men — 

Sage-Brush : I’ve seen a good many human beings in my time. 
They arc created as they are; they cannot help it. They arc onb 
brutal because it is their make; brutes "would be brutal if it was 
their make. 

Mongrel; To me, Sage-Brush, man is most strange and un- 
accounrable. 'SV'hy should he treat dumb animals cruelly? . , . 
{A reflective pause, lasting some moments. And then:) When 
we die, Sage-Brush, do -we go to heaven and dwell with men? 
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Sage-Brush: My father thought not. He believed w do not 
have to dwell ^vith men in heaven unless we deserve it. 

V 

Mark twain’s indictjient against the human race is not merely 
abstract. Time and again, even in his most playful books, he cites 
concrete instances of man’s inhumanity to man. He holds up to 
ridicule every phase of oppression, of corruption, of exploitation, 
of bribery, of hypocrisy, of coercion, of hatred and of greed. He 
tries to dro^vm injustice in a deluge of derision. He washes away 
the superficial gilding of the Gilded Age, and he exposes the 
coarse and undccorated ugliness of the politicians and the prof- 
iteers who batten upon the misfortunes of their fello\vs. He tears 
away the trappings of the dictators and the emperors, and he 
sho^vs them to be nothing but “hollo\v artificialities” underneath. 
The Connecticut Yankee and King Arthur, traveling in disguise, 
arc taken for a couple of country bumpkins and sold into slavery. 
The Connecticut Yankee fetches a price of nine dollars, but the 
king is adjudged to be ^vorth not a cent more than seven dollars. 

Kangs, observes Mark Twain, arc a dangerous lu-xury. If the 
world must have something to adore, let them enthrone a royal 
family of cats. “As a rule, the character of these cats ^vould be 
considerably above the character of the average king ... It 
would ... be noticed that they hanged nobody, beheaded no- 
body, imprisoned nobody, inflicted no cruelties or injustices of 
any sort, and so must be worthy of a deeper love and re\’crcncc 
than the customary human monarch . . . Tlic eyes of tlic whole 
harried world would soon be fi.xcd upon this humane and gentle 
s)'stcm, and royal butchers would presently begin to disappear.” 
. Mark Twain had no quarrel with the peaceful rulers. His 
quarrel svas merely ^^•ilh the royal butchers. Tlicsc ill-behaved 
and dictatorial children of Uic human farhily, dissatisfied with 
the slice of earth that has been allotted to them, clamor for more 
than their .riiarc — and ever more. Mark Twain detested the spirit 
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of military aggre^veness more than he detested an)thing else 
in the -world. He had seen so much brawling as a youngster that 
he had become utterly cured of it for the rest of his life, ^\■hen 
a bully wants to fight you, he once declared, take off your coat, 
slowly and deliberately, and look him straight in the eye. Then, 
stiU slo^vly and deliberately, take off your vest. Then roll up your 
sleeves and keep on looking him straight in the eye. And if by 
this time your opponent hasn’t run a\\-ay, you’d better run 
yourself. 

This isn’t to say that Mark Twain ^v•as either an appeaser or 
a coward. On the contrary, when the Ci\Tl W'ar broke out, he 
enlisted in the federal army and served until he was honorably 
discharged. He -wasn’t afraid of an honest fight, but he had a 
horror of dishonest brigandage. And the history of the human 
race, he said, is full of these examples of dishonest brigandage — 
always under the cloak of a noble cause. “The story of mankind 
is little more than a summary of human bloodshed. First came a 
long series of unkno^v■n -wars, murders and massacres , . . Ne,\t 
came the Assyrian wars . . . Ne.xt we had Egyptian ^vaIs, Greek 
■'^'ars, Roman wars, hideous drenchings of the earth ^vith blood 
• . . And alwajs -\ve had ^vars, and more %vars — all over Europe, 
all over the world. Sometimes in the private interest of royal 
families, sometimes to crush a weak nation; but never a war 
started by an, aggressor for any clean purpose — there is no such 
^var in the history of the race.” 

But the most scathing indictment against the brutality of ag- 
gression ever penned by Alark Twain, ever penned by any Ameri- 
can ^^•rite^, is his ironical Soldier’s Prayer. This imaginary' 
prayer is in reality a concrete picture of the Napoleonic as ere 
Jslark TAs'ain alive today, he would call it the Hitlerian type of 
mind; 

“O Lord our God, help us to tear their soldiers to bloody shreds 
"ith our shells; help us to cover their smiling fields Asuth the pale 
forms of their patriot dead; help us to droAvn the thunder of the 
gnus Asith the cries of their Avounded, AsTithing in pain; help us 
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to lay waste their humble homes with a hurricane of fire; help 
us to wring the hearts of their unoffending ^^•idows ^^’ith unavail- 
ing grief; help us to turn them out roofless with their little chil- 
dren to wander unfriended through wastes of their desolated land 
in rags and hunger and thirst, sport of the sun-flames of summer 
and the icy -Nvinds of ^vintcr, broken in spirit, ^vom ^vitll tra\'ail, 
imploring Thee for the refuge of the grave and denied it — for 
our sakes Avho adore Thee, Lord, blast their hopes, blight their 
lives, protract their bitter pilgrimage, make heavy their steps, 
water their %vay with tears, stain the white snow with the blood 
of their wounded feet! Grant our prayer, O Lord, and Tliinc 
shall be the praise and glorj' now and forever, Amen.” 

VI 

Mark twain hated hatred. At times this feeling ^vithln him 
became so intense that, as he asserted, “I have to take the pen 
and put my thoughts out on paper to keep them from setting me 
afire inside.” At his best, Mark Twain belonged to the company 
of the prophets. Yet, by his oum admission, he did not always 
offer his best to the world. He was too fond of luxury, and too 
hungr)' for fame, to have his full say in any of his earlier books. 
He tried to cover with a cloak of respectability the rebelliousness 
srithin his own soul. His one serious excursion into open rebel- 
lion — when he attempted to “clean up” the politics of San Fran- 
cisco — had cleaned him out of a job and a home. Thereafter 
he decided that “it doesn’t pay to swim against the tide.” He had 
found that in order to be successful, you must attach yourself 
to those that arc in power. Amon Burlingame, the American 
minister to China, had once said to him: “Never affiliate with 
inferiors; alwa\’s climb.” This advice, writes .Alljcrt Bigelow 
Paine, was to Mark Twain “a go.spcl wliich he would never 
forget.” 

For the greater part of his life, Mark Twain was chiefly inter- 
ested in climbing. He didn’t care to write any Irook “unless,” to 
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uh; his ov,-n ^rords, “there was money in it, and a good deal of it.” 
He therefore expurgated, or allowed his friends to expurgate, 
much of the bitterness in those books \vhich he wrote durintr his 
“climbing'” period. His public would neither understand, nor pay 
for, serious thinking. “Irony,” he WTOtc in Pudd’nhead Wilson, 
‘Svas not for those people; their mental vdsion was not focussed 
for it.” And so he gave them a series of books — The Innocents 
Abroad, Tom Satvyer, Huckleberry Finn, The Prince and the 
Pauper, and a harvest of short stories — in which there ^vas a mini- 
mum of worm^vood sweetened with a maximum of honey. His 
own taste was ex’er so much superior to the taste of many of his 
readers. He was amazed at the naK-e mentality' that could laugh 
over such an insipid story* as The Jumping Frog. Nor was he par- 
ticularly proud e^'en of Huckleberry Finn, the best of his stories 
which fell into this group. The appeal of these stories, he agreed 
with Henry James, was “an appeal to rudimentary minds."’ He 
wrote for a large public because he cared for his money more 
than he cared for his art- He was ashamed of his enormous 
public. “You have a mongrel perception of humor, nothing more; 
a multitude of you possess that. This multitude sec the comic side 
of a thousand lo^v-grade and trivial things — Abroad incongruities, 
mainly; grotesqueries, absurdities, ecokers of the horse-laugh. 

He was ashamed of his enormous and uncritical public and 
be was ashamed of himself because he hadn t the courage to write 
fsr a smaller and more exacting audience. “You observe, he once 
remarked, “that xmder a cheerful exterior I have got a spirit that 
— ^gry ^s■ith me and gives me freely its contempt. 

He confessed that he "was carried a^ray by the glitter 0i gold. 
His unexpected rise to fame and prosperity 'wus like a fairly tale 
cut of the Arabian Nights, and he could never quite get over the 
Wonder of it. A printer’s apprentice, a pilot on a Mississippi 
steamboat, an unsuccessful prospector in Nevada and an obs^.u^c 
Importer in San Francisco, he suddenly found himself the ^v-calthy 
cathor of a celebrated book — ^hc made 8300,000 out of The L.~ 
r.ocerJs Abroad— and the son-in-law of a millionaire coaI-ba.rcn. 

[2S7 j 
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His head was completely turned. He began, like so many of his 
contemporaries, to aim at the rainbo\v, to reach for the moon. 
Literature had become a business witli him. He was anxious to 
sho^v his fathcr-in-la^v, Mr. Rogers, that there ■was as much 
money in ^vriting books as in selling coal. All you had to do was 
to give the public what the public wanted. 

And so he sold laughter for gold, and the gold turned into 
ashes in his hands. For he was a dual personality. He had the 
money-grubbing body of Samuel Clemens and the freedom- 
loving soul of Mark Twain. It was his regular habit to -(vrite two 
letters when he addressed people on \atal subjects. The one in 
■which he expressed his o\\'n views he put away in his desk. The 
other, in ^s’hich he expressed the popular view, he mailed. “I have 
a family to support,” he e.xplaincd, “and I can’t afford to tell 
the whole trutli.” 

But in spite of his indecision he was mentally — if not morally — 
a pioneer. It tvas this pioneer soul of Mark T^vain that ventured 
forth hesitantly in Tom Sawyer, in The Prince and the Pauper, 
in Captain Stormficld’s Visit to Heaven, in Pudd’nhcad Wilson, 
in A Connecticut Yankee, in The Man That Corrupted Hadley- 
burg, in Huckleberry Finn. These books came like a succession 
of midsummer days full of a lazy sunlight and laughter but inter- 
rupted occasionally by tlic crashing of ironic thunder in tlic dis- 
tance. And it ■was this same pioneer soul that at last spoke out 
fearlessly in The Mysterious Stranger. In this book — at his "wife’s 
request it was not published till after his death — ^lic finally told 
the truth as he saw it. He had aimed at the rainbow and had 
found it nothing but a passing mirage. Haring made several for- 
tunes and lost them, Imving tasted the “sad satiety” of friendship 
and of fame, and having c.xpcricnccd the blessedness of loving 
and Uic bitterness of losing those that he loved, he gatlicrcd all 
the threads of his "wisdom and his suffering and wove them into 
a single masterpiece — The Mysterious Stranger. The idea of this 
book had grown in his mind for scxcml years. “I have been in- 
tending for a long time,” he told 'William Dean Howells, “to 
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rate [such] a book ^vithout reserv'e — a book \vhich should take 
account of no one’s feelings, and no one’s prejudices, opinions, 
beliefs, hopes, illusions, delusions: a book which should say my 
say, right out of my heart, in the plainest language and ^s•ithout 
a limitation of any sort.” 

The Mysterious Stranger is the only book of Mark T^v'ain’s in 
^vhich he said his ^^•hole say. Artistically it may be inferior to 
Huckleberry Finn. Philosophically, ho%vever, this is his outstand- 
ing work. It is, ^ve believe, the one book which places him on a 
le\’el Asith the Avorld’s great satirists — Juvenal, Cervantes, Swift, 
Voltaire, Anatole France. The Mysterious Stranger is the stoiy' 
of Satan’s \’isit to Eseldorf (Assville), a medieval town in Austria. 
Eseldorf is a miniature of the world, and its inhabitants are a 
cross section of the human race. Satan in this Etor\’ is interested 
neither in helping nor in corrupting humanitv'. He merely ^^■atchcs 
our struggle occasionally, as an amused spectator, ^vhen he has 
nothing better to do. "WTien he comes to Eseldorf, he makes him- 
self known to three children — ^in the eyes of Satan we arc all 
children — and for a short time he enables them to see life just 
2S he, in his superior wisdom, sees it. He sho^^'s them what an 
ugly dung-heap \ve have made out of the beautiful garden into 
which we have been bom. An old priest. Father Peter, is sus- 
pended from his church because he dares to assert the doctrine 
that God is all goodness. ANTiat will become of the fear of hell, 
the inhabitants of &eldorf ask themselves, if such men arc al- 
lowed to remain in the pulpit? 

And the magistrates of Eseldorf arc only too eager to lead the 
people in their persecution of Father Peter. A priest ^sho main 
tains that God will not eternally torture the sinners, conclude the 
tnagistrates, must be a sinner himself. And so they accuse Father 
Peter of theft and lock him in a cell to await his trial. 

The three bo%'s, ^vho love Father Peter, arc aghast at the ^cc 
tacle of his suffering. But Satan asstmrs them that everj-thing \vrll 
turn out for the best. 

hile the priest is awaiting trial, Satan amuses t%s o of the o>. 
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by giving them a glimpse into the heart of things. It is not a pretty 
spectacle. As for the third boy, Satan reserves for him a treat 
of another sort. He drowns him. This, he explains to the two 
heartbroken plaj-mates of the dead boy, is tlie greatest good for- 
tune that can happen to any living creature. 

Father Peter is put on trial at last. His chances for acquittal 
appear to be very slim. For the magistrates have trumped up an 
airtight case against him. But Satan tells the boys not to worr\’. 
“Everything ^vill turn out for the best.” 

And sure enough, the Devil proves to be as “good” as his ^vord. 
He not only establishes the innocence of the gentle old priest, but 
he makes him supremely happy for the rest of his life. The man- 
ner in which he brings about Father Peter’s happiness is devilishly 
simple. He brings to the old prisoner in his cell a false report of 
the verdict. “The trial is over, and you stand forever disgraced 
as a thief!” 

The old man, hearing this, loses his mind and becomes “as 
happy as a bird.” From now on, he imagines that he is the Em- 
peror of the 'World. He enjoys all the glor>’, but none of the 
worry, of an absolute monarch. Tlic friends of Father Peter arc 
struck dumb with horror. But the Devil reassures them. Next to 
death, he explains, insanity is the greatest gift which the gods 
can bestow upon mankind. The only ^vay in which they can make 
a human being supremely happy is to make him supremely mad. 

For the world, concludes Mark Twain, is a madhouse, and life 
is an insane nightmare between a sleep and a sleep. “Strange,” 
he declares, “that you should not have suspected that your uni- 
verse and its content were only dreams, visions, fiction ! Strange, 
because they arc so frankly and hracrically insane — like all 
dreams: a God who could make good children as easily as bad, 
yet preferred to make bad ones; who could have made every one 
of them happy, yet never made a single happy one; who made 
them prize their bitter life, yet stingily cut it short; who gas-c his 
angels eternal happinass unearned, yet required his other children 
to cani it; who gave his angels painless lives, yet cursed his other 
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chfldren wth biting miseries and maladies of mind and body; 
.who mouths justice and invented hell — mouths mere)- and in- 
vented hell — ^mouths Golden Rules and forgiveness multiplied by 
sc\-cnty times seven, and invented hell . . . who created man 
without inritation, then tries to shuffle the responsibility for man’s 
acts upon man . . . 

. . It is true, tliat which I have revealed to you; there is 
no universe, no human race, no earthly life, no heaven, no hell. 
It is all a dream — a grotesque and foolish dream. Nothing exists 
but you. And you are but a thought — a vagrant thought, a useless 
thought, a homeless thought, wandering forlorn among the 
empty centuries!” 

And then, having at last declared tvhat he sincerely belic\'cd, 
the great sad satirist son of the pioneers passed beyond the fron- 
tier and into — who knows? — perhaps a fairer and truer dream. 
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Important ^Vorfa by Hardy 


Desperate Remedies 
Under the Grecn-xood Tree 
A Pair of Blue Eyes 
Far from the M adding Croved 
The Hand of Ethclberta 
The Return of the Native 
The Trumpet-Major 
A Laodicean’ 

7' wo on a Tower 

The Mayor of Ccsierbridge 


The U'oodlandcrs 
IS'essex Tates 

A Group of Noble Dames 
Tess of the D’Urbcrvilles 
Lifers JJttle Ironies 
Jude the Obscure 
The Wclt-Bclovrd 
The Dynasts {a dramatic poca 
Several volumes of 
IvTic jjoetry 



Thomas Hai'dy 

1840-1928 



j\^v DEAR FELLOU'.” Amold Bcnnctt is said to have once re- 
marked to Hugh W'alpole, “v/hen you’re bom, you’re done for !” 
Tnis universal truth, spoken in jest, is ^s•cIl illustrated in the life 
of Tnomas Hardy. Bom wth a frail body, a strong mind and a 
comnassionate soul. Hardy v,-as from the very first “condemned 
to a'iiterary career. -As a chad he loved to ^vatch the maggots in 
a mud-puddle near his father s house in Dorsetshire. These help- 
less little creatures “were passing their time in mad carousal . . . 
vranoiving and hea\'ing in the tepid and stringv water Ot the 
pcol . . Often he asked hhnself what ^vas the mcanmg oi aU 
this. As he erc^v older, he turned his attention to tlic larger but 
equallv helples human maggots who waIlo\ved amd multipuc ^ 
and died in the mud-puddle of the earth. -And he dea e to Ht 
fay the roadside and to spend his Ufc in an effort to unravel the 

meaning of it all. 

II 


-At kts EtRTtt (June 2, 1840) he was so puny that the ooctor 
pronounced him dead. Thanfe to a %-igorom s.appm^ 
family nurse, however, he ■sias “called back to a c t -l w _ 
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last almost ninety years. His father, a building contractor, al- 
lo-sved his “little fellow ^^•ith the face of an old man” to roam over 
the heath instead of going to school. “Let him drink in plenty 
of sunlight. He can absorb his education later on.” 

The child’s earliest schooling, therefore, was in the outdoors. 
His books ■vvcrc “running brooks.” He became famih'ar with living 
things through all the five senses. And through a sixth sense — an 
all-embracing s)mpathy. He thrilled to the faces and the voices 
of the animals, the birds, and the trees. “As a child,” he wrote 
in later years, “I learned that every species of tree has its voice 
as well as its feature. At the passing of the breeze the fir-trees sob 
and moan no less distinctly than they rock; the holly whistles 
as it battles with itself; the ash hisses amid its quaverings; the 
beech rustles while its flat boughs rise and fall.” 

He felt at one with all nature — a “blood relationship” with 
the winds and the clouds, the butterflies and the bees, the spar- 
rows and the squirrels and the lambs. In his vivid imagination 
he frequently tried to identify himself with these external objects 
and creatures. Once, as a little child, he “became” a sheep. He 
got down on all fours in a field and began to “cat” grass. \S’hcn 
he looked up, he was “quite puzzled” — as he c.xpj-csscd it later — 
to see the “astonishment” in the eyes of the odier sheep at the 
spectacle of this new addition to their fold. 

When he reached his ninth year, his heart had become thor- 
oughly attuned to the heart of Nature. And now bc^m his formal 
education. His father sent him to “Ivir. Last’s Academy for Young 
Gentlemen” — a private school three miles awaj' from the Hardy- 
cottage. Every day, as he walked to and from school, he stopped 
for a “friendly chat” with his playmates — tlic wild creatures of 
Egdon Heath. But he loved especially to watch lnim.m face', .^s 
he approached Dordicstcr, the toxMi in which his school was situ- 
ated, he had to cross a stone bridge. He would always stop in the 
middle of the bridge and study the people who p.a-'sed by. '’'Lhcrc 
arc so many interesting stories in human faces.” 

At school he was the litdest fellow with the biggest head in his 
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clais. His teachers were amazed at the rapidity •with ^s•hich he 
absorbed knowledge. 'WTien he graduated at sixteen, he ^^•as thor- 
oughly familiar ■with Latin, French and English literature. Espe- 
cially -isith the plays of Shakespeare. He knc%v them almost by 
heart. 

He Asns verj' anxious to go to college — this quiet, studious and 
sensitive little Jude the Obscure — but his father couldn't afford 
the luxury. It ivas high time for the youngster to begin to make 
his own li^ing. He must be taught a profession or a trade — some- 
thing easy, so it "wouldn't tax his frail and puny body. Music? 
Tommy ^vas a pretty good fiddler. His father had taught him to 
play the instnmaent. But there was no money in that. To be sure, 
father and son often played at country ■^s'eddings. But what self- 
respcctinE: fiddler of Dorsetshire would ever think of charging a 


fee for tket friendly service? ^Vhat else, then, could he try? Tlie 
niinistry? To this, hoivever, there were t\vo objections: the slen- 
derness of his purse and the unimpressiveness of his stature. There 
■"I'as only one thing left, therefore — architecture. The father ^vas 
a. master builder; let the son become a master planner. 

And so Thomas Hardy tvas apprenticed to John Hicks, archi- 
tect, ivho had an office in the neighboring toiMi of Dorchester. 

But Hardy had no great love for draidng blueprints. The -work 
■''-■as too mechanical. He was by nature an artist, not a scientist. 
Though faithful in his work, he spent all his leisure time in stud)- 
^6 and in dreaming. He got up at five in the morning some- 
firnes even at four — and spent a couple of hours teaching himself 
to read Greek. 'Within three years he could “converse” fluently 
'dth Aeschylus and t\-ith Homer, as ^^•ell as with the %sTiters of 
tae Kc^v Testament. - . . 

And during all this time he kept up his familiarity ^^ith his 
fsTCrite language — the universal grammar of Nature. .Vnd he 
‘•ranslatcd this grammar into English music. For Thorns Harfy 
Bad discovcred'that he Av-as a poet. “I began to %vnte poetry bc- 
oause I had to, because of orders from ■within. ^ ^ 

' Orders from within, but no encouragement from ^^ithout. 


[297] 



LIVING BIOGRAPHIES OF FAMOUS NOVELISTS 

sent my verse out; it invariably came back. No editors even 
touched it for many years,” Thomas Hardy was a poor salesman. 
He was too unaggressive. To the end of his da)^ he ^vas unable 
to acquire the art of advertising himself. Sir James M. Banic once 
remarked: “Whatever angel guards the portals of heaven, he 
must have had to push Thomas Hardy in.” For the present, no 
angel that guarded the portals of the editorial sanctum was wil- 
ing to push him in, or even to invite him in. Year after year he 
kept offering his pearls — ^not exactly to the swine, but to editors 
who took them for baubles of clay. 

And, truth to tell, many of Hardy’s earlier poems — even some 
of his later poems — had too great an admixture of clay. Hardy 
was not a great poet. He had everything necessary for poetic 
genius — ^music, imagination, sympathy, a feeling for the apt 
phrase, a conciseness of thought, a magic “that turned syllables 
' into stars” — everything, in short, except fire. Hardy ^^•as a^varc 
of that defect in the arsenal of his talents. “I am afraid I shall 
never be a ^^Titer,” he said. “I am doomed to the dra^sing of 
blueprints for life.” 

And so he went to London, a full-fledged architect and ama- 
teur poet, and secured a job as draftsman in the oflice of the 
church designer, Arthur Blomficld. Here he wbrked for five years 
— a bearded, pale and quiet little fcIlo\v, saying little and absorb- 
ing much — “a not unworthy chap, a son of very humble parent- 
age yet a thorough artist . . . He’s about si.x-and-Uvcnty . . 
rather unu'dy in his waistcoat ... a thorough bookvs’orm . . . 
knows Shakespeare to the very dregs of the footnotes , . . He 
will nc\cr be successful in a worldly way . . . lacks the earnest- 
ness, the energy necessary for making acquaintances, and the love 
for using them . . .” 

Tliis portrait which Hardy d^c^v• of Edward Spingnovc (a diar- 
acter in Desperate Remedies) is a faithful portrait of himself in 
his later twenties, .^n unprepossessing and thus far unsuccessful 
young “country bumpkin” — in his unguarded moments he still 
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spoie in the DorsetsMre idiom — and obscure draftsmen whose 
future appeared far from promisiap. 

Yet this unpromising young draftsman met and wcccd and 
married a girl of a social stadon runerior to his own. He was en- 
gaged in restoring the Sn JuEot Church at Com\'.'ali — a job for 
'^'■•hi'Ch he had been recommended by his employer, Mr. Blomfield. 
In the course of his work he had made the acquaintance of Miss 
Emma Gifford, the sister-in-law of the rector of Sn Juliot. Miss 
Gifford, a descendant of “solicitor and canons and archdeacons,' ' 
was an expert hQrse%voman, a competent singer, a fairly good 
painter, and an ali-around snob. “'^NTiat she has found in me, the 
sen of a poor mason, I cannot teU.” But somehotv or other he 
managed to blurt out his propcsal: and she, forgetting his shabby 
c-.-ercoat and his unkempt beard, ‘‘condescended” to say yes. And 
thus — ‘'I came back from L>-onne^ (Corrrwali} uith magic in 
my eyes!" 

A brief delirious hone^■moon. and a long life of marital incom- 
patrouit}'. For they ne^'cr understood each other. Socialiy and 
physically they Ih-ed at a different pace. She loved to gahop Ln 
the saddle, and he preferred to walx — he never learned to ride 
horseback. Throuchout their days together they 'vverc unable to 
keep in step. 


m 

Brr Hardy ne^mr cempiained. He tried to make a corr.fortabic 
home for his ^vife, and to pro’dde for her at least a irdnur.um o. 
the ‘•necessaries" demanded by a woman cf her stauon. WEsic 
dependmg upon his architectu.'c for a IMng. he mso.ned^mcrc 
rr'"5*'c *'c? ■'vTiticc 23 Iitcs A* tne in5t.1c2.twn ci 
Em-rbe lu.4^ fmm poe-Jy to prese. ”I rever -.s-antc-d to vmitc 
nrese no\-cIs a; all. I 'vm' forced to manutactu.-c them: orcu... 
stan.n:s”— a euphemism for Emma— “compciicd me to turn mem 

'"^And thus seme cf the greatest love stones in English literature 

r roo ' 
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gre^^■ out of the nagging of a woman %vho didn’t love her hus- 
band. 

The noveb of Hardy are built largely upon the formula of 
misdirected love. This formula is humorously described by Chris- 
topher Julian in The Hand of Efhclbcrta: “I have learned of one- 
sided love, and reciprocal love, and all sorts, but this is my first 
experience of a concatenated affection. You foUors' me, I follorv 
Ethelberta, and she foUors-s — Heaven knows %vhor'” All life is thus 
a comedy of errors in the realm of affection. Everybody rvho is 
loved, loves somebody else: but it is the curse of all lor-crs lliat 
no trvo of them ev er love each other. 

Because of this omical attitude to-ward human emotion. Hardy 
found it difficult at first to mal:c headway either rvith the pub- 
lishers or rsith the critics. His reputation was of a slors" growth. 
It rvas only after he had published several novels — some of them 
at his o^^■n risk — that the tvorld arvoke to the c-vistcncc of a great 
gentleness that stemmed out of a great sadness. 'The two out- 
standing notes in his novels arc irony and pity. The. irony of 
heaven, the pin* of man. Some of the critics even %rithin recent 
da}3 have failed to recognize this double aspect of Hard>'’s phi- 
losophy. ;‘Hardy sees only the ugly side of tire ^^•orld,’’ remarked 
a recent rcticrver. /\nd another revierver, equally one-sided, ob- 
served: “One of Hardys ancestors must ha%’c married a weeping- 
uillow tree.” But the majority of tlie critics today have come to 
recognize in Hardy a new kind of beauty, “a negative beauty of 
tragic tone” and at the same time “a positive beauty of tender 
connotation.” 

A nerv beaut}’, and a new philosophy. A philosophy %vhich is 
neither optimism nor pessimism, but something in between. 
Hardy himself called it mcUorisTn, an effort to better a \vorId 
■'vhich is pretty bad but -which has the possibility of being pretty 
good. ‘‘The business of men is to teach their fellow men how to 
breast the misery they arc bom to.” 

This mclioristic theory of campasstcr., of mutual helpfulness 
out of mutual s’lffcring, was a gradual development in the phi- 
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losophy of Thomas Hardy. In his earh'cr novels he shook his fist 
at the Creator, the impassive and impersonal Prince of the 'World 
v.ho cared nothing for His creatures. Later on, he shifted his 
blame from God to man. The fault, dear Brutus, he misht have 
said %rith Shakespeare, is not in our stars but in ourselves that 
tve are underlings. “It is not Destiny but your ot%'n ^vcakncss that 
E against you — ^j'our want of kno%vledge of a sort ■which brings 
t'-'tsdom rather than affluence.” Still later, he concluded that it 
v>as neither the male\'oIence of God nor the stupidity of the indi- 
vidual man, hut the cruelty of man in the mass — that is, of 
— that is responsible for most of our human suffering. The 
older he grew, the more bitter became his quarrel 'svith sodety 
for its organi2ed injustice against the indiridual. In 1 928 he UTOtc 
a Christmas epigram tvhich stunmarizes all the bitterness that he 
felt totvard the “incurable savagery” of the human herd : 

“Peace upon earth!” zees said. IVe sing it. 

And pay a million priests to bring it. 

After tzvo thousand years of mass 
We’ve got as far as poison gas. 

Hardy was incensed against the murder of human bodies and 
the murder of human souls. Again and again he returned to tliis 
ttibjcct in his later novels. The punishment of society for indi- 
vidual error, he declared, was far bc>-ond the bounds of human 
dccenct" and of human fairness'. This thesis, the cardinal prind- 
plc of his maturcr philosophy, finds its most perfect expression 
in Tess of the D'UrbcrviUcs. 

Tess is the victim of an inflexible moral law and an inexorable 
sodal code. ^S'hc^ her father, John Durbcv-ficld. Icams tlrat he, 
a dissolute vagabond/ is descended from trie noble family of the 
D'UrbcrviUcs, he is ready to burst vdth pride. Hb vrife, Jo.tn, 
begins to dream of a bri!li.-mt match for their d.aug!vtcr. Tess. 
They thcrcfo.'c prevail upon her to get a job as poultiy- girl on 
the farm of the vulgar old Lady D Lrbervitic. 

Here Tess meets the old lady s son, .-Mcc D'Urbenillc— a hand- 
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some and unprincipled young scoundrel. A brief romance, disillu- 
sionment, and a child. The child soon dies. 

Tess returns home. 

It is some time before she finds the courage to face the tvorld 
again. Finally, hotvever, she accepts a job as dairy maid on the 
Talbothy farm. Here she makes the acquaintance of Angel Clare. 
The son of an old clerg}’man, Angel has — to his father’s regret — 
turned from the shepherding of souls to the cultivation of the 
soil. 

The two young people are dratm closely together. ^Vhen 
.Angel declares his love, Tess hasn’t the courage to reveal her past 
life. Her dream is too beautiful to be shattered by that ugly 
monster, the Social Code. 

The wedding day approaches. In a moment of honest despair 
she tvTites a long letter of confession. She thrusts it under the door. 
But her hand is guided by the m>’sterious hand of Fate. The let- 
ter slips under the carpet. Just before the wedding she discovers 
it and tears it up. Her courage for punishment has proved un- 
equal to her hunger for love. 

Tliey are married. .As they depart from the church, they hear 
the crowing of a cock — a symbol for die disapproval of society. 
An ill-timed noise. A cock-crow in the afternoon. .An c\’il omen. 

Tess and .Angel come to live in a picturesque old farmhouse. 
Here .Angel confesses his one sin — a two day.s’ dissipation with a 
scarlet woman. He asks for his young wife’s forgiveness. Tliis .riic 
readily grants, and then she relates the story of her own trans- 
gression. But Angel Clare is not so ready to forgis'C. The double 
standard of society. .A woman must never sin. 

There is a separation, and Tess returns home. Her mother 
t.akcs the matter lightly; but her father’s drunken D’Urbcn-i!!r 
pride is deeply hurt at what he regards .as her tmforgl\-ablc 
ofTcnsc. 

Tess finds summer work on the farms. A great proportion of 
her earnings .'•he devotes to the support of her parent. But 'vitli 
the coming of winter she loses most of her work. .An occ.asional 
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drab and difficult and poorly paid job, and then long stretches 
of hunger and despair. At last she deddes to make one desperate 
attempt to see Angel’s parents. Perhaps they will give her news 
of him. Through the rain and the snow she trudges for many 
miles — but she finds the vicarage empty. 

She turns back. Again there arc long days of hunger and of 
hopeless degradation. Society must take its toll. 

Once, as she passes by a bam, she hears a boisterous c\’angelist. 
The voice is familiar. She looks inside and recognizes Alec D’Ur- 
bcrville. 

Alec pleads with her to return to him. At first she refuses. But 
her mother’s poverty — her father is now dead — compek her 
finally to yield. 

She gives her body to Alec. But her heart is still wandering in 
search of Angel Clare. And he, too, is now searching for Tess. He 
is unhappy and ill. His old anger has died dowm, leaving nothing 
in its place but a deep longing for his bride. 

He finds her in a fashionable boarding house — a degraded 
woman. The relcntlcssness of Fate — as c.Kcmplified by the Social 
Code — has so tangled the threads of their lives that they can no 
longer reach out toward each other. Angel Clare starts on his 
way home. 

On the outskirts of the town she overtakes him. “I have killed 
him . . - He called you by a foul name ... I owed it to you 
- - . It \vas the only way I could get you back.” 

Hand in hand they depart from the scene of their sufTcring. 
Fate has brought them together at la.st, but only for a moment 
of tragic irony. At the dawn of the day she is arrested — note the 
contrast between the rising of the sun and the setting of her hope. 
She is tried and found guilty. 

Eight strokes of the bell, and a black figure twists convailsivcly 
in the air. 

Tess has paid her debt to the Social Code. 
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IV 

Upox the publication of Tcss of ike D^Urbcrvillcs, the critics 
descended upon Hardy like a flock of Nulturcs. “It must be a \‘ilc 
author,” was the almost unanimous verdict as summarized in 
the language of "William James, “who could have created so \ilc 
a heroine.” In the raucous chorus of condemnation it ^vas almost 
impossible to hear the fe\s' small voices of honest praise. This 
silent minority realized that here at last tvas an English ^\•ritcr 
^vho had dared to make “a plea for charity, for a larger tolerance, 
for a repudiation of social h\-pocris}'.” 

As for Hardy’s reaction toward his captious as ^^■cll as totvard 
his friendly revievs-ers, he merely shrugged his shoulders and said, 
“Anyhow, I have put the best of me into this book.” 

And he put “the best of me” into his next important novel — 
Jude the Obscure — and was repaid witli an c%cn greater ava- 
lanche of Htnperation. “Thomas Hardy,” tvTotc a reviewer in 
one of the American papers, “has scandalized the critics and 
shocked his friends . . . Mr. Hardj-’s mind seems to be groveling 
all through this story . . . He goes out of his ■way to be nasty 
. . . AVhen I finished the story, I opened the window to let in 
the fresh air.” An American professor branded Jude the Obscure 
as “one of the most objectionable books” he had ever read. A 
British magazine printed a caricature of Hardy depicted as a 
coarse fat giant trampling a rose into the mud and spattering all 
the b)-standcrs with a shower of filth. A Bridsh lecturer burned 
the book in public, ^irs. Grundy — whether in petticoats or in 
pants — was up in arms. Hardy had dared to depict the truth. 
^Vhcn parts of the book were publbhcd in a magazine. Hardy 
was compelled to mutilate the characters and the situations into 
unrecognizable lifclcssncss. From now on, he was no longer re- 
spectable. The editors cither refused his .'torics, or else rewrote 
them “to suit tltc sensitiveness of their readers.” In one of hb 
stories, as he ruefully remarked to Mrs. \S'harton, he h.ad dc- 

[30 -/ 3 



H.\RDY 


scribed an innocent ^valk -which his hero and his heroine took 
on a Sunday. "When he submitted the story- to a Scottish editor, 
the scandalized gentleman promptly returned it tvith the demand 
that tire -walk be transferred to a -weekday. 

Hardy was disgusted. “I thought,” he said, “that I %vas ^mting 
for intelligent readers.” His prose was too strong for the nervous 
stomachs of the nineteenth century. He decided to return to his 
poetry. “Nobody -will be hurt by my poetry, because nobody ^^•ill 
read it.” 

He ^^TOte and published eight volumes of lyric poetry, and a 
dramatic poem on the life of Napoleon — The Dynasts. And 
gradually he regained his lost respectability. No^v• at last nobody 
read him and everybody admired him. He drifted serenely into 
an old age marred only- by- the loss of his ^vifc. It was a severe 
blow in spite of their marital differences. “Even a stormy life has 
its zestful tang.” 

And after the storm, the calm- He married again; and for once 
the autumn and the spring — he was 74 and she was 35 — com- 
bined into the harmony of a perfect umon. Though a poet in her 
own right, the second Mrs. Hardy ''vas — to use her ots-n expres- 
sion — “content %rith his reflected glory.” 

And it ^^■as in a glorious and serene sunset that he ended the 
long day of hb life. And he left behind him a s^vect memory and 
a noble thought. As St. Jolm Ervinc e-xpressed it in his tribute 
to Hardy, “\Vc have learned from you that the proud heart can 
subdue the hardest fate. In all that you have written you have 
shown the spirit of man persisting through defeat.'’ 


